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VERSE # 1: THE GAUNTLET 


An army of raindrops was drumming against the leaves of an 
old apple tree, rolling down in an endless shower. The 
surrounding fields, lush and rich in their full summer bloom, 
swished and danced under vigorous winds. Although the 
storm was undeniably fierce, this particular rain was also 
soothingly warm; it could be felt in the air. Behind the mire of 
clouds that had engulfed the skies, the faintest shimmer of 
silver was still shining through. 


Cradled atop the mighty apple tree’s highest branches stood a 
simple wooden house. Its lone resident was sitting at her work 
desk, surrounded by towering stacks of books and scattered 
tools. A flickering table lamp acted as the sole light source 
while the young girl tinkered with the finishing touches of her 
creation. 


“It’s done!” 


Miste’s chirpy declaration wasn’t really aimed at anyone but 
herself. 


Finally, after two months of planning, hammering, sewing and 
welding — along the occasional frustrated cursing - Miste’s 
efforts had paid off, and now her latest invention was 
complete and ready for testing. 


Miste lifted the metallic gauntlet from her work desk and 
examined her accomplishment giddily. 


“Took me long enough. But you can’t rush perfection!” 


Miste slid the gauntlet around her right arm. The fit was 
flawless. 


Beaming with pride, she presented her invention to her 
companion. A tiny ashen bird with strikingly cranberry wings 
was dozing under the table lamp’s warm light. 


“What do you think, Cozo?” 


The swallowpecker gave Miste a disinterested look before 
sticking its head under its wing. 


“Hihihi! I knew you would be speechless!” 


Miste stood up while stretching triumphantly; few things could 
beat the feeling of satisfaction after a good tinkering session. 


“And that’s only a prelude for tomorrow! I can already 
imagine the kudos; “Wow, yow’re so smart, Miste! That’s the 


most impressive invention I’ve ever seen! You truly outdid 
yourself! ...And nothing blew up!” It’s going to be sweet! I can 
just feel it! This time, absolutely nothing will...” 


In her giddiness, Miste took a crucial misstep, slipped ona 
pesky screwdriver lounging on the floor, stumbled through a 
pile of books, and crashed down on her bum. 


“...g0 wrong.” 
Miste scraped herself off the floor with all her swiftness. 


“That’s okay... no one was here to see that... that wasn’t part of 
the prelude...” 


Cozo fluttered over, and dropped to sit on Miste’s shoulder. 
The bird chirped snappily — at once concerned and a bit 
amused. 


“Tm alright, Cozo. ...You’ll keep my secret, won’t you?” 
The bird sounded out a peppy tweet, almost as if winking. 


Miste took a moment to reorganize the tower of books she had 
just knocked down. The overly stocked bookcase next to 
Miste’s desk refused to accept any new additions from the avid 
book collector. The entire apartment was overrun by pillars 
upon pillars of tomes. Without any real decor to speak of, the 
place looked more like an antique book shop rather than the 
home of a girl in the prime of her youth. 


After tidying up — as much as she could amidst the permanent 
mess — Miste stepped over to the sole window of her one-room 
apartment. The glass was dripping with raindrops. Heavy rain 
was common during the seasonal change in northeastern 
Zirinia, and the intense summer storm had created ideal 
background music for working. 


In the distant horizon, the town of Akrelion loomed as a 
blissfully sleeping silhouette; all the lights had gone out for the 
night. 


Miste filled her lungs with the crisp and stormy night air. 


It’s been pouring like this the entire day. That’s a good omen. 
After a storm like this, the air always feels extra fresh the next 
day, and the sun tickles ever so sweetly. Everything will go 
smooth as butter tomorrow, no doubt! 


Miste closed the window. Leaves blown in by the wind rustled 
underneath her feet as she paced back to her workstation. 


“Now listen, Cozo; that’s no weather for you to be flying in, so 
it’s better if you stay the night. I’m sure Sasha has already 
guessed that you are safely here.” 


The bird was already way ahead of Miste, cozily ruffling its 
crimson feathers. 


Miste undressed her arm from the gauntlet and dropped the 
thing on the desk. She flicked off the lights and hopped lazily 
into the hammock that was strung up between her work desk 
and bookcase. Cozo settled right next to her, sharing the 
fluffiness of her pillow. Miste gave her tiny guest a tender 
tickle on the head. 


“One wake up chirp at the break of dawn, please.” 
A sprightly chirp resounded through the darkness in response. 
“Nighty-night.” 


Soon enough, the calming dark and exhaustion from tinkering 
took Miste over, and she was transported to the wondrous 
realm visible only to her. 
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Gentle, rhythmic pecks against Miste’s forehead woke her up. 
Cozo pranced about across Miste’s face before swiftly 
fluttering through the apartment and towards the window. 
The bird dropped on the windowsill, switching its interest to 
the glass that separated the tiny creature from the vast world 
outside. 


“Mmmh... Good morning to you too.” 


Miste opened the window for Cozo. The bird immediately took 
flight and vanished beyond the red and gold horizon. 


A light breeze filled the apartment with clear and cool 
sensations while Miste began her morning routine. 


The sun had just risen to full view once Miste was done rinsing 
her face, scrubbing her teeth, and otherwise getting her best 
side to shine forth. Last on the list was braiding her healthy 
mane of orangish hair. Years of practice allowed Miste to twirl 
her locks up in a matter of seconds; it was like a sudden 
hurricane of peaches and honey manifesting behind her neck. 


Miste took the gauntlet from her work desk and gave it one last 
gander. Holding the fruit of her labor filled Miste with the 
same prideful excitement as the night before. Now even more 
so, for the time to show it off was close at hand. She grabbed 
her shoulder bag and stuffed the gauntlet inside. 


For breakfast, Miste picked a handsomely plump, red apple 
dangling from a branch right outside her doorstep. Hungry 
chomps devoured the perfectly ripe fruit in no time. 


The old apple tree that held Miste’s home was the largest of the 
bunch growing alongside a mighty river. Jansk, one of the most 


important streams of the north, with dozens of towns and 
cities founded around its bounties, likewise ran through the 
nearby town of Akrelion. 


Miste slid down a ladder that connected her treehouse-nest 
with the ground below, and headed towards Akrelion by 
following the glimmering stream, humming peppily as she 
went. 


I can just feel it! This day is gonna be the definition of perfect! 
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As the early morning sun washed over Akrelion, the town’s 
puddle-filled streets and rooftops dripping with raindrops 
made it seem like the entire town was covered in glass. The 
golden warmth had already tickled the entire town wide 
awake. Oldtimers went about their lax morning walks, 
greeting everyone with gentle smiles and tips of the occasional 
hat. Children dashed about, laughing, playing tag, zigzagging 
across the streets, splashing each and every puddle, on their 
eventual way towards school. A cacophony of excited voices 
drowned the town square, as shopkeeps and customers milled 
and mingled whilst swapping how-do-you-do’s — making trade 
was only a secondary goal. 


This was the essence of Akrelion. It was the kind of place 
where everyone knew one another - or at least knew of one 
another. People led simple lives — happy and safe. At times, it 
was as if time took different shape here, flowing at its own 
pace, unaffected by the haste of the surrounding world. 


The town originally took shape two centuries ago around the 
mighty river Jansk, acting as a hub for the thriving logging 
industry of the north. Back then, the rich woodlands and 


pristine waters of the region were the lifeblood of the modest 
yet industrious folk. Nowadays, the secret behind Akrelion’s 
continuing prosperity was an entirely different treasure of the 
land — gemstones. With the booming rise of Alaxtech, the 
demand for alaxdrite was constantly on the rise. The local 
deposit was immense, and the mining operation had barely 
scratched the surface yet — quite literally! 


This wonderful, humble, tightly-woven community was the 
only home Miste had ever known. She could have never asked 
for a better place to grow up in. And yet, a certain restless 
energy blazed in her chest — bubbling, inspiring, weaving 
dreams, demanding a curious heart to explore possibilities, to 
see all that the world beyond had to offer! 


It was a beautiful zeal! The call of adventure! 


And the time for Miste to answer this call was drawing close — 
closer than she even knew. 


For now, Miste strolled through the town with carefree energy, 
just like she always did. The first stop to ensure the day’s 
perfection was Berryjam’s Bakery, located near the town 
square, run by the titular Miss Isabella Berryjam. Opening the 
bakery’s door filled the air with a delicious mixture of scents 
from oven-warm goodies, making Miste let out a ravenous 
moan. The doorbell’s gentle chime was instantly followed by a 
woman’s voice, as soft and sweet as freshly made nougat. 


“Welcome! How may I bake your day better today? Oh, Miste! 
Good morning, dear.” 


“Morning, Isabelle please tell me you got apple tarts left for 
me!” 


“Just got a fresh batch out of the oven.” 


“Awesome! I’ll take half a dozen.” 


Berryjam packed Miste’s order in a small white box and tied it 
up with a pink ribbon. Funnily enough, the box perfectly 
matched the cute lace-covered dress that Berryjam wore. The 
thirty-something woman flashed Miste a charmed smile while 
handing over the carton. 


“Bringing some treats to Zeriah?” 


“Hmm? How come you assume I’m gonna share these with 
him?” 


“Well... that is a hefty bunch for just one gourmet.” 


“You never know! Your apple tarts are so yummy that I just 
might munch them all myself.” 


“Teehee, I appreciate the praise, but I do hope you’re planning 
on sharing.” 


Berryjam winked slyly. 

“A shared joy is a doubled joy, after all.” 

Miste smirked right back at the baker. 

“T guess I could let him have a taste... but just a nibble though.” 
The girl and the lady baker shared a bursting giggle. 

“Thanks a ton, Isabelle!” 

“Always a pleasure, dear. Tell Zeriah I said Hi.” 

“Sure thing. See ya!” 


The next stop would be the most important one of the day - 
well, it was the most important stop of any day for that matter. 
Running through the town, Miste felt her pulse pounding 


faster step by step. Not from stress, mind you, but out of pure 
zeal. 
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About ten minutes’ jog from Akrelion, atop a gently sloping 
hill, surrounded by lush fields of grass, there stood a stately 
villa with a single large oak growing nearby. The road from 
town passed the residence close enough that it would be 
impossible to miss. It was the home of the Walz family, the 
owners of the local alaxdrite mine. 


As Miste approached the villa, she noticed a faint whooshing 
sound repeating in even intervals, intensifying as she got 
closer. Standing by the villa’s porch was a young man, splitting 
the air with intense strength and precision with a training 
sword in hand. The handler of the wooden weapon was 
Zeriah, the youngest son of the Walz family. 


Miste stopped an arm’s reach away from Zeriah. He was far 
too focused on his task to notice the gentle footsteps creeping 
up on him. Miste couldn’t stop the corners of her mouth from 
rising, thinking of Zeriah’s lack of spatial awareness. She could 
hear Zeriah breathing sharply in sync with his sword swings. 
Thick streams of sweat cascaded down his bare back, molded 
by years of arduous training. 
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Satisfied with his efforts, Zeriah let out a long sigh and 
loosened his body of tension. He dropped his training sword 
by the villa’s porch, switching it for a pail filled to the brim 
with water. He gave his chestnut hair a rub as the revitalizing 
liquid washed all his strains away. 


After spending a good while watching Zeriah bathe, Miste 
made her presence known. 


“Good hustle as always, Zeri!” 


Startled, Zeriah finally turned around to meet Miste and her 
giggly smile. He hurried to fix his flustered posture, slicking his 
hair to the side with his hand. 


“Oh! Hi, Miste. Uh... How long have you been standing 
there...?” 


Miste tilted her head slightly, a thin smirk on her face. 
“Hihihi! Try to guess.” 


“Well, you are carrying a boxful of goodies from Berryjam, so 
I’m guessing not for very long.” 


“Oh? And what exactly is that supposed to mean?” 


“That your love for sweets is no secret to me. You’re drooling, 
y know.” 


Miste instinctively wiped her mouth. Her cheeks warmed up 
from embarrassment. 


“Wait a minute... No, Pm not!” 


Zeriah grinned devilishly at Miste, flexing his sword arm 
subtly. 


“And yet you didn’t dismiss the possibility of drooling? 
Perhaps you saw something that you like?” 


“Bah! You’re awful!” 


Miste shot an intensely flirty look at Zeriah from the corner of 
her eye. Mutual teasing had always been normal between 


them, ever since they were little. And it never ceased being 
fun! 


Miste crept close to Zeriah, swiveled her finger softly along the 
powerful contours of his chest, and whispered almost 
soundlessly. 


“And to answer your question — Yes, I did.” 


Miste kissed Zeriah sweetly on the lips. The way he responded 
to the smooch was like a hummingbird mesmerized by the 
scent of nectar. 


Miste unlocked their embrace with a giggly hum, and lifted the 
box of treats from Berryjam into the limelight. It was time for 
different kind of sweets. 


“Come on, let’s dig in!” 
“Sure. I’m surprised you were able to hold back this long.” 
Miste frowned playfully at Zeriah. 


“Well, a certain someone did make the wait somewhat 
bearable.” 


Zeriah grabbed his red collared shirt from the porch’s 
guardrail and threw it over his shoulders, leaving it 
unbuttoned. 


“So, what’s the occasion?” 
“I feel like celebrating!” 
Miste put on a crafty grin whilst tapping her satchel. 


“I’m happy to inform you that my latest endeavor in the field 
of alaxtech is finally complete.” 


“You’ve kept that thing close to chest until now. So, what is it 
anyway? 
“Tut-tut, patience. Pl show you later.” 


Zeriah stared at the shoulder bag sharply, as if trying to slice 
through the fabric with his lime-green eyes. 


“Pm just hoping it won’t turn out like that automated apple 
picker...” 


“Ah, yes, the one and only time when Akrelion’s weather 
forecast was apple-rain!” 


“Or the breakfast multitool gizmo...” 


“That one still has some kinks to iron out... so many wasted 
eggs...” 

“Or that time with the lightning harvester...” 

“Now how the heck was I supposed to know that the thing was 
gonna explode!? Don’t you worry, Zeri, this time’s gonna be 


different. My new invention will blow you away - figuratively 
that is. 


“T trust you.” 
“But first things first. We have some goodies to devour!” 


Miste marched towards the great oak that shaded most of the 
Walz villa’s lawn. She took a couple of running steps at the 
root and nimbly scaled up its trunk, landing on a large branch. 
Zeriah gave Miste an amused look while pacing under the tree. 


“So, you’ve lived up a tree long enough that you can’t even eat 
with your feet on the ground anymore? What a bother.” 


“What’s that I hear? Too jaded to have some fun?” 


“Tch, unlikely!” 


Showing equally great climbing-prowess, Zeriah found his way 
next to the girl. Miste giggled with satisfaction while letting her 
feet dangle from the branch. 


“See? The view is so nice!” 

“Oh, yeah, no doubt it will add to the taste of apple tarts.” 
“How do you know they are-?” 

“Come on, Miste, it’s you — they are always apple tarts.” 


“What’s wrong with apple tarts? I like apple tarts. Apples are 
awesome! They are the perfect mix of sweet and zesty. They 
are versatile, for they go well with any food, and...” 


Zeriah smiled chucklingly at Miste as she kept on lecturing. 


“,.And the crunch when you bite into them is just glorious. 
Also — and this is the important part, so pay attention — apples 
are red...” 


Miste brought her excitedly gleaming face closer to Zeriah, 
making him twitch from surprise. 


“And red — is — awesome!!!” 


“Ha-hah, alright, alright, I hereby acknowledge apples as the 
grandest royalty among fruit — may their reign last forever.” 


Miste nodded, pleased by the answer. 
“And don’t you forget it!” 


She untied the ribbon and flipped the carton open. Six pieces 
of beautifully-baked, apple-filled treats were placed inside, still 
seductively warm and aromatic. 


“Wow! Berryjam always delivers!” 


Zeriah wasn’t exaggerating. A single bite through the perfectly 
crispy dough, sweet apple compote and cream filling would 
make anyone applaud Akrelion’s resident lady baker as a true 
master of her craft. The fluffily-zesty taste of the tart gave 
Miste’s palate an unmatched pampering. A rush of warmth 
washed over her as she thought about all the effort that 
Berryjam shed day to day to make everyone in the village 
happy. 

Miste leaned closer to Zeriah while the two savored their 
treats. 


“You know Zeri... one day... you and I are gonna accomplish 
something just as awesome as this!” 


“You really think so? I mean, I know how much you adore 
Berryjam’s bakings.” 


“I’m sure! It’s waiting for us out there! Somewhere in the wide 
world beyond Akrelion!” 


Miste drew a deep breath of the humid summer air and turned 
her gaze towards the horizon. 


“The adventure that’ll define our lives!” 
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In the Kingdom of Zirinia, there wasn’t a soul unfamiliar with 
the emblem composed of three hexagons coming together. It 
was the symbol of Hex Nova, The Guild of Adventurers. The 
organization had been founded six hundred years ago, with 
the purpose of bringing together people with exceptional skills 
to take on special jobs all around the world. From sellswords 
to monster hunters, from professional gardeners to 
globetrotting archeologists, each Adventurer was the absolute 
best in their chosen field. Wherever there was trouble too 
steep for normal folk to climb, one could always call upon 
Adventurers to make things right! For one to become an 
Adventurer meant a life dedicated to excitement - filled with 
epic battles against criminals, bold discoveries of the world’s 
secrets, and venturous retrievals of ancient relics. In this 
world, Adventurers were the grandest of heroes. 


It was a life that Miste and Zeriah had set their hearts on. They 
would leave in two weeks’ time towards the capital of Zirinia, 
Magna Crux, where they would take part in The Adventurer 
Trial, a recruitment event held by the Guild each year around 
midsummer. It was the first year that both of them were of age 
to become official Adventurers — eighteen. 
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Thinking about all the endless possibilities ahead of her made 
a stupidly-wide smile manifest on Miste’s lips. 


“Every day makes me more anxious than the last. It’s so close, 
the dream that I’ve held ever since I learned how to read. Just 
imagine, Zeri, think of all the adventures we’re gonna have! 
Wouldn’t it be cool to see the canals of Makeon someday? Or 
visit the island of Frila? Maybe we’ll do well enough to get an 
audience with the King himself! Or what if we’re lucky enough 
to get a glimpse of an astra-!” 


Zeriah petted Miste softly on the head. 


“Haha, don’t worry, we'll have plenty of time to have as many 
adventures as you like.” 


“Don’t get me wrong, Zeri, it’s not like I’m in a hurry to leave 
Akrelion. I’m just so pumped, that’s all. rm perfectly content 
with the way things are right now.” 


“Uh-huh, the royalty of fruit tends to make you content.” 


“Hihi! Actually, I was thinking more as in you and me, here, 
relaxing. But yeah, apples too.” 


Truly, moments like these made Miste grateful to be alive. 


It’s so easy to just be with you, Zeri, talking about whatever. I’m 
the luckiest girl in the whole world. 


The thought that she’d soon get to realize her dream with the 
person she held dearest made Miste’s heart pulsate 
uncontrollably. This dance-like rippling inside her chest was 
the most wonderful feeling, one she hoped would never cease. 


Zeriah helped himself to another apple-filled treat. 


“Oh! And speaking of things happening in the wide world 
beyond... I got a couple of letters in the mail today.” 


“Do tell!” 


“Well first and foremost, Kai finally got around to writing 
again.” 


“Ah! That’s wonderful! It’s been... what, six months now?” 


“Yeah. I got the impression he’s been on some sort of special 
mission and that’s why he wasn’t able to write for all this time. 
He still couldn’t tell any specifics, y’know, what with all the 
red-tape hush-hush military regulations and stuff. But it’s just 
awesome to hear from him regardless. He wished both of us 
luck for the trial. He also told me to give you this for him.” 


Zeriah kissed Miste tenderly on the cheek. The sudden gesture 
caught Miste off guard, turning her cheeks rosy. She giggled in 
delight. 


“Oh, he did? Well, that is the least he ought to do after making 
me worry for him.” 


“You were worried?” 


“Of course I was! Just as much as you. In a way, he’s my big 
brother too!” 


“If it makes you feel any better, he seemed really sorry. And 
get this, he’s been promoted to lieutenant!” 


“For real?! That’s huge! Whatever he’s been up to, it was 
clearly worth it!” 


Zeriah’s older brother, Kai, was part of Zirinia’s illustrious law 
enforcement agency, The Knights of Minerva. The prosperity 
and protection of the realm was hugely demanding line of 


work, both in terms of strength and time. In fact, ever since 
joining the order of knights, Kai had all but entirely 
disappeared from the lives of his friends and family. Miste and 
Zeriah hadn’t seen Kai in three years. 


Miste felt happy for Zeriah. Whenever Zeriah heard about his 
brother, his eyes lit up with unique adoring gleam. Kai had 
always acted as inspiration for Zeriah, ever since they were 
just a pair of kids play-fighting with sticks. And after 
witnessing Kai’s soaring career in the military, this influence 
had only grown stronger. 


The excited glow in Zeriah’s eyes flickered out as another 
matter usurped his mind. 


“As for the second letter... Mom and dad won’t be back in time 
for our departure.” 


In addition to being the owners of Akrelion’s alaxdrite mine, 
more importantly, Zeriah’s parents were also a pair of world- 
renowned geologists. The couple Walz was currently on an 
extended trip across the southern province of Ahcornia, acting 
as special consultants at several newly founded alaxdrite 
mines. 


“I’m sorry, Zeri. They promised they would come! And they’ve 
already been gone for months...” 


“Nah, it’s alright. In fact, it’s better this way! You know how 
mom is. The waterfalls wouldn’t stop flowing... and then I 
would start crying too... the whole thing. Besides, it’s not like 
we're saying goodbye forever.” 


Past Zeriah’s brave face, Miste noticed a slight twitch in the 
corner of his eye. She burrowed under his arm, squeezing 
lovingly. 


“If you say so.” 
Zeriah said nothing more, merely hummed noddingly. 


The couple enjoyed the rest of their time and treats in savoring 
silence, wrapped around one another. 


Once the last of the apple tarts had been devoured, Zeriah 
nudged forward from the branch and dropped to the ground. 
He invited Miste to join him with arms spread wide. 


“Its almost noon. Our shift will start soon, we should get 
going.” 


“Alrighty.” 


Miste accepted Zeriah’s invite, and landed right into his arms. 
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Following the couple’s normal routine, the two of them made 
for the alaxdrite mines located a few kilometers farther from 
town. The road from Akrelion led past stray woodlands of pine 
dotting the grassy fields, slowly growing thicker closer to the 
mines. 


Throughout the years that Miste had spent working at the 
mines, the image of the vast quarry bustling with workmen 
had been vividly imprinted in her mind. It was basically a 
second home to her, a place where she’d grown, made bonds 
to last a lifetime, and found her true self. But that would be a 
story for another time... 


As soon as Miste and Zeriah descended down to the open-pit 
mine, they were greeted by the gleeful whistling of the 
swallowpecker Cozo. The chirping tempest of crimson feathers 
flew a loop around Miste and Zeriah before zooming back 
where it came. The bird landed on the shoulder of a curvy- 


figured, dark-haired woman with a motherly gaze. The lady in 
question was the assisting supervisor of the alaxdrite mines, 
Sasha Amitra. 
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“G'day to both of ya!” 


Sasha walked to meet the two youngsters. Cozo kept grooming 
its feathers while riding on the shoulder of its mistress. 


“I assume Cozo spent the night at your place, Miste?” 


“Sure did! Hope you weren’t worried.” 


“Not at all. No matter how much he loves his cuddles, Cozo will 
always be a wild bird at heart. Flying wherever his wings take 
him is exactly as he should be. A mum’s duty is to care, not to 
cage.” 


Sasha tickled Cozo on the chest lovingly. The bird tweeted 
extremely pleased. 


“T only hope he wasn’t too much trouble.” 


“He was great company! The poor thing zoomed in the second 
the rain started coming. You should have seen him after 
drying up, all fluffy and puffy, so cute!” 


“Heh, I bet! But on to business. Coal wants you two working on 
tunnel #7 today, a’ight. Oh, but before that, would you take a 
look at the ex-caver, Miste? The fellows were yapping 
something about the engine sounding weird.” 


“Sure thing, Sasha, I’ll get on it right away! I'll catch up with 
you later, Zeri.” 


Zeriah had already started for the designated tunnel, waving 
his hand lazily in response. 


“Laters!” 
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It was roughly fifty years ago when technological 
advancement all over the world took a considerable leap 
forward, after an exceptional new energy source was 
discovered. The gemstone alaxdrite was found to be imbued 
with insurmountable amounts of pure, concentrated energy. 
Due to the widespread deposits all across the northern 
continent, coupled with the gems’ stability, safety and potency, 


these beautiful jewels quickly replaced contemporary energy 
sources entirely. With the new high-output alaxdrite engines 
taking over, even the wildest dreams of engineers, technicians 
and all variety of tinkerers were brought into the realm of 
possible. The past couple of decades had produced so many 
new innovations and marvelous machinery that it was 
rightfully called the golden age of technology. 
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One of the greatest achievements in the field of alaxtech was 
the bipedal mining armor, the ex-caver. The one-man-driven 
steel robot was designed to carry heavy loads at construction 
sites, while also being able to tear through stone with its claws, 
extracting ore with ease. 


The ex-caver currently parked by the wall of the quarry was 
from the ex-five series, with a few adjustments made by Miste 
herself. Shortly after the ex-five series’ original launch, the 
model had been made obsolete by the newer ex-six model, 
which added superior mobility to the armor’s limbs. It had 
taken some convincing from Miste, but the boss man had 
eventually agreed to order the new limbs separately to replace 
the old ones, instead of investing on an entirely new ex-caver. 
In the end, the custom ex-five worked just as well and ended 
up saving a lot of coin. Miste had been happy to receive praise 
for her efforts, though the satisfaction of simply building 
something was prize enough. 


Alaxtech engineers were hard to come by at such a secluded 
corner of the world as Akrelion, so the ex-caver had been 
largely Miste’s responsibility ever since its arrival. Thinking 
over it, Miste couldn’t help but feel pride over her work. 


The midday sun beamed down from a clear blue sky upon the 
ex-caver, making the machine glimmer like a statue made of 
solid silver. Even while parked to a crouch, the metal giant 
reached the height of three meters. The sheer imposing size of 
the machine, let alone its razor-sharp claws designed to rip 
apart solid rock, garnered the respect of anyone gazing upon 
it. 

Miste climbed atop the mining armor and cranked open the lid 
on its backside, revealing the alaxdrite engine. A glance at the 
core of the engine, with a crackled-up gem emitting a faint 
purple flicker, told Miste all she needed to know. Just as she 
had thought, the supposed malfunction was simply due to the 
fact that the currently attached core had run its course. After 
exhausting the energy that they held within, alaxdrite would 
gather crackles on their surface before crumbling away to 
nothingness. This one was on the verge of busting. 


After replacing the alaxdrite core with a brand-new one, Miste 
decided to run a full checkup on all of the ex-caver’s major 
components; not that she expected to find any further 
problems, but simply for the fun of it. Being the hopeless tech- 
nut that she was, Miste could never pass on a chance to tinker 
with such a magnificent piece of equipment. Even though she 
knew every part of the ex-caver inside and out - the perfectly 
interlocking cogs, carefully crafted chips, lovingly welded 
seams and gently curving plates — they never ceased to amaze 
her. The person who had made the initial designs for the ex- 
caver clearly poured a lot of care and passion into them. 


A Satisfied humming filled the air around the metal giant as 
the girl tinkered away. 


If only I could one day invent something so fantastic... 


“You done with that hunk o’ junk anytime soon?!” 


Miste was snapped out of thought by a growl coming from 
below. 


Standing by the ex-caver’s feet was the person in charge of the 
mines, the boss-man himself, Coal Gauntlett, a rough-framed 
man in his early forties, with a cigarette more often than not 
hanging from his lip. He threw a lazy glance at the girl 
balancing atop the mining armor. 


“I sure as hell hope you aren’t just messing around up there! 
You find what’s wrong with it yet?” 


Coal let a thick stream of smoke escape the corner of his lip 
whilst slicking back his sweaty hair that was as black as his 
name sake. 


Miste responded while continuing her tinkering. 


“Yeah, the core needed changing. I’m just checking to make 
sure that-” 


“So, it works now? Great! Now get a move on, little missy. 
There’s plenty of work to go around, so stop feelin’ the thing 
up like it was your prom date or something.” 


Disgruntled by the interruption, Miste slid down along the ex- 
caver’s arm. Coal was fully in the right to rush her, for she was 
at the time simply self-indulging. As such, she didn’t feel like 
arguing back. 


“All right, all right, Pm going! Jeez, relax, will ya!” 


Miste took course towards tunnel #7, where Zeriah would be 
waiting for her. She had time to barely take a step before 
Coal’s deep growl reached out to her again. 


“Good job, Miste. I appreciate it, really.” 


“Tch, yeah, you better appreciate it! And the ex-caver is not 
some hunk of junk, you old goat! It’s an awesome piece of tech! 
Show some respect!” 


“Sure, whatever...” 


Coal tossed Miste a wry smile before returning to his own 
business. Miste’s heart battered a celebratory double beat as 
she hurried off to fulfil the rest of her responsibilities. 
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Zeriah’s efforts were already in full force by the time Miste 
joined him inside tunnel #7. The newly dug, sloping shaft was 
the youngest tunnel in the mines and only a few meters in 
height, so there was no ex-caver assist to be had. 


Sharp clunking of metal against rock bounced off the walls as 
Zeriah swung his pickaxe with the same vigor and precision as 
when practicing his swordplay. The flame inside the oil lamp 
next to him shimmered in sync with every swing. Miste picked 
a spot next to Zeriah and added her own beat to the mix. 
Noticing Miste’s arrival, Zeriah gave her a silent nod. 


Hours flew by fast inside the tunnel as the two young miners, 
covered in sweat and dust, kept diligently pushing deeper 
inside the earth’s crust. It was arduous work — but much more 
manageable side by side. 


Soon enough, the pair decided to have a well-deserved break, 
complete with plenty of water and mingling. 


Zeriah gave his right arm an indulgent stretching. His shoulder 
crunched like a cracker. 


“Not to sound like I’m complaining, but there has to bea 
simpler way to do this.” 


“Funny you should mention it! As it turns out, I got just the 
thing. Drumroll please!” 


“Your newest alaxtech thingamajig?” 


“That’s right!” 


Miste was ready to unveil the invention inside her bag at last. 
She took out the gauntlet and slid it around her right arm. 


The steel and cobalt glove was made of ten separate plates, 
giving it flexibility whilst covering Miste’s entire arm from the 
wrist all the way to her elbow. The plate on top of her wrist 
extended to cover the back of her hand, curving into an arrow 
shape by the first joint of her middle finger. The palm side was 
covered with dark, elastic, specially made energy conducting 
fabric sewn in the shape of a half glove. The handmade gauntlet 
put together in Miste’s ragtag workshop wouldn’t in itself turn 
any heads, were it not for a single unique trait: on top of Miste’s 
armored backhand was a small alaxdrite engine. The gem 
inside gave a twinkle of green as Miste brought her creation to 
the light in front of Zeriah. 


“Ta-dah! So, what do you think?” 


“Uhm... Pm not sure what I’m looking at. What is it anyway?” 


“This here is the next revolution in alaxtech-based mining 
technology! It’ll make toiling in all the darkest and dankest of 
mines a breeze!” 


“Wait... you had something like that with you this whole time? 
Why didn’t you bring it out right from the start?” 


“Come now, Zeri, haven’t you ever heard of showmanship! You 
can’t just slap a product in the desk and call it a day - you’ve 
got to sell it to the audience!” 


“...But there’s no one else here except us!” 


“Never mind that! Now lemme show you how it works.” 


Zeriah folded his arms, giving Miste a skeptical look. 


“The next revolution in alaxtech, huh? That’s quite boastful, 
even from you...” 


“You better believe it! Man, I’m telling you, I’m so pumped, 
feels like my heart is trying to escape through my chest!” 


“You really seem confident. This must be big.” 


“Huge! It took me forever to figure out how to build small 
enough engine with strong enough output, and it may sound 
like I boast, but I’m pretty proud of myself, you see...” 


At first, Miste didn’t even realize that instead of simply going 
over how her invention worked, she quickly slipped past topic 
and ended up giving Zeriah a verbal presentation explaining 
the fundamentals of alaxtech. Zeriah’s expression gradually 
morphed from intrigued smirking to unrestrained sniggering. 
Only then did Miste realize that she’d been going at it for 
minutes. It was kind of Zeriah to listen her ramble on, though 
at the same time, Miste couldn’t help but feel a little bit 
embarrassed. 


“..50, uhm, did you get all that?” 


“Basically, you point your hand towards the wall, and it 
crumbles, right?” 


“In essence, yes.” 


It may not have seemed like it from the outside, but Miste’s 
gauntlet was actually a particularly intricate piece of 
hardware. The casing housed a set of small muscle sensors 
which made activating the devise as simple as a flick of the 
wrist — literally. After receiving the command, the engine 
would gather a concentrated burst of energy from the 


alaxdrite and shoot it outward from the wielder’s palm. This 
“pulse”, as Miste put it, would in turn rush through the wall of 
stone and blow it to pieces. 


“So, what are you calling your gizmo?” 


“Undecided. For the moment, it’s simply going by the name the 
gauntlet.” 


“That’s quite uninventive of you.” 
Miste riposted Zeriah’s pun with a glare. 


“Bah! It’s not the name that counts! And this thing still has to 
prove itself and earn one.” 


“Uh-huh, I hear ya. In all honesty, I’m pretty impressed. I 
mean, no pressure or anything, but if that thing actually 
works, it could really change the way we do our job. No more 
pickaxes, drills or such. It could even negate the need for ex- 
cavers, other than the lifting-heavy-stuff part, obviously.” 


Miste took a moment to reflect on the praise heaped on her. 
She squeezed her hand into a fist. 


“T really do hope it works! Truth be told, I made it as a farewell 
gift for Coal. That’s the reason I’ve worked so intently on it. I’ve 
poured all my talent into this.” 


To Miste, the man known around the mines simply as the boss 
was in truth so much more. For years, Coal Gauntlett had been 
Miste’s caretaker, her mentor, her pseudo-adoptive father 
even. Soon, Miste wouldn’t be able to see him daily. In two 
weeks, her new life was about to start, her quest towards her 
dream. Miste realized that longing for home would surely 
follow her departure. It was a thought she had shoved aside 
into the deepest corner of her mind, fearing that she might 


otherwise start second guessing her decision. Perhaps it was 
the same spot in her mind where the initial concept for her 
invention had stemmed from. 


Even as I leave Akrelion to become an Adventurer, I want to 
leave something behind... 


Miste was startled out of her thoughts by Zeriah’s hand 
dropping gently on her shoulder. 


“Let’s try it out then. You promised to blow me away, 
remember?” 


“Right! 33 


Miste took a confident step forward from Zeriah’s side, 
extending her palm towards the wall of the tunnel. She took a 
long breath, holding it for a moment. 


Jeez, a whole day of giddy anticipation and now I get nervous?! 
It’s kinda funny how the excitement for the unknown and the 
fear of failure are always hand wrestling right before the 
moment of truth... 


Exhaling slowly, Miste steeled her gaze, focusing on the 
invention adorning her hand. She pushed her palm firmly 
against the wall, solidifying her resolve. 


The only way for me to go is forward! 
“Alright, here goes.” 


Miste gave her wrist a quick flick, activating the gauntlet. In 
the same instant, the alaxdrite-powered generator started 
shining brighter, emitting a satisfyingly rising humming 
sound. A single drop of cold sweat rolled down Miste’s neck as 
the gem’s green gleam grew brighter for a set of seconds, a 
moment that seemed to last for an eternity. 


“Aaaaaand... Pulse!!” 


Miste’s theatrical exclamation was followed by a booming 
sound; an invisible explosion right in front of her. A rippling 
wave expanded to every direction from the gauntlet, twisting 
the air and making the tunnel’s walls rumble. The rush of 
energy drilled inside the rock formation, and ended in a 
fraction of a second. 


Then, utter silence. 


Miste wasn’t sure whether it was due to the kickback from the 
sudden stream of energy shooting right out of her hand, or 
because of the staggering realization of said energy’s potency, 
but the young inventor was forced a clumsy step backwards. 


Did it work? I mean obviously it worked, but... 


The nerve-racked girl flinched as a sudden crackling sound 
came creeping from inside the wall. 


Slowly, jerkily, a set of fractures appeared on the wall. The 
first narrow, almost unnoticeable cracks began to chaotically 
expand, bending and dividing, until the wall looked like it was 
overrun by a nestful of snakes. Finally, bits and pieces of the 
wall that had a moment ago stood imposing and impenetrable 
started dropping and rolling by Miste’s feet. 


Miste jumped backwards as the wall in front of her turned into 
rubble, expanding the tunnel by the length of a small chamber. 
She turned to face Zeriah while yelling triumphantly, leaving 
the whole tunnel to echo with a cheerful chime. 


“Wooh!! Yeah! It worked, it worked!” 


Miste was taken over by insurmountable glee bubbling from 
deep within. This intoxicatingly warm and prideful sensation 


burst onto Miste’s face. She masked her heated cheeks inside 
her hands and let out a noise that most would describe as 
something between laughing and squeeing. 


“I can’t believe this!! It’s amazing!!” 
Zeriah took a quick step towards Miste and gripped her hands. 
“You are amazing, Miste!” 


Zeriah kept peeking over Miste’s shoulder and at the newly- 
formed stretch of tunnel with childlike awe. Being able to 
amaze someone with the product of one’s mind was the goal of 
every inventor, and seeing Zeriah’s awestruck expression 
made the moment truly perfect for Miste. 


“It’s... this is... and you made this... I... ah... yeah... I think Pl 
just settle at amazing.” 


Zeriah’s fumbling for words made Miste giggle. She strutted 
deeper into the tunnel to examine her accomplishment. 


“Thank you, Zeri, for believing in me.” 
“No prob-” 


Zeriah’s reply was cut short as the earth suddenly began to 
vibrate underneath the youngsters’ feet, quickly spreading 
throughout the entire tunnel. Chunks of rubble and fine dust 
fell from the walls. The violent tremors forced Miste on her 
knees. Zeriah tried offering his hand to Miste when the 
wooden support beam between the two snapped in half and 
crashed down from the ceiling, nearly hitting Miste. 


“Ah! | 
“Miste!!” 


“Pm alright, I just—” 


Boulders rained down from the spot the beam had been 
supporting. Miste crawled backwards and out of the way, 
barely saving herself from getting crushed. Her surroundings 
fell dark as the collapsed rock continued to shower the tunnel, 
creating a slanting wall between her and Zeriah. The girl got 
trapped inside the tiny chamber made by her invention. A 
narrow gap on top of the pile of rocks painted a string of 
yellow light across the ceiling. 


The tunnel kept vibrating more viciously by the second. 


Miste quickly lunged herself towards the rocks and began 
climbing up. She’d have to get out right now, lest the whole 
tunnel came crashing down on both her and Zeriah. Her hands 
were shaking, her palms all slippery from sweat. A rush of 
panic went through her as the rocks underneath her kept 
shifting out of place, slowing her progress. Miste had never felt 
this terrified. 


I have to get out of here! I don’t want to die! 


Miste could hear Zeriah’s voice from beyond the wall of rocks, 
his words choking inside his throat. 


“Miste!! Please! Answer me!” 


Zeriah’s shouting was accompanied by the sound of rock 
furiously shifting in place. He was trying to dig Miste out. 


“Pm not hurt!” 


Miste’s response got undermined by her sudden scream as her 
foothold slipped away, making her tumble towards the 
ground. A spike of pain shot through her spine as she crashed 
down on the rubble-filled tunnel floor. 


Miste rolled on her stomach and tried to push herself up, to no 
avail, for the stinging pain sapped her strength. She slumped to 
the floor — the aching and fear made her eyes tear up. 


Please... someone... 


A sudden crackle right below Miste made her flinch. Before 
she could react, the floor underneath her gave away to reveal 
a pitch-black pit. Screaming with all the strength she had left, 
Miste fell into the darkness. 
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There was nothing to see but blackness once Miste eventually 
opened her eyes. The air felt humid and breezy; she could hear 
the sound of rushing water close by. 


How long was I out? 


Miste climbed slowly on her knees. Her head felt heavy, and 
there was this annoying ringing in her left ear, on the side she 
had fallen on. Touching her forehead made her hand sticky. 


Miste tried to feel up her surroundings — nothing but damp 
cool stone all around her. 


At the very least the earth had stopped shaking, a fact that 
made Miste sigh in relief. She was alive, and by the feel of it 
none of her bones were broken, so she couldn’t have fallen 
that far down. 


Crawling slowly towards the splashing sound led Miste to a 
body of water that she could only assume was an underground 
river. Miste stuck her hands into the flowing water and 
sprinkled a generous handful over her face. The clean and cool 
sensation felt divine. 


Refreshed, Miste rose on her feet. 


Who knew a place like this was right beneath our feet... But how 
do I get out? I can’t even see the hole I fell through... And what 
about Zeri...!? Please, be safe... 


At that moment, a sting of hopelessness pierced Miste’s chest. 
She didn’t have the faintest clue about what had happened 
after her fall. Was Zeriah alright? Were he and the others 
looking for her? Would they be able to help her? Should she 
try to get out on her own? Following the river in complete 
darkness would certainly be a no-go. 


Realizing the bleakness of her situation, Miste slumped back 
on her knees next to the river. 


What do I do...? 


A sudden gleam of blue cut through the darkness. Miste turned 
towards the source of the light a couple of feet farther down 
the stream. The shine was coming from the water. 


When she got closer, the light was revealed to be emitting from 
a piece of blue alaxdrite, or at least something resembling an 
alaxdrite. What made Miste skeptical was the gem’s unusual 
blaze that seemed to grow more and more potent as she got 
closer. Typically, alaxdrite didn’t glow on their own - not 
without the coaxing of an alaxdrite engine harvesting their 
stored energy. Additionally, the gem was clearly cut and 
polished, and not in its natural state. The whole thing seemed 
impossible. 

Has someone dropped it here? Or am I going crazy? 

Miste reached for the alaxdrite and fished it out of the shallow 
river. After taking a closer look at the gem, Miste determined 


that it was truly an alaxdrite. Beautiful and perfectly cut, a 
dreamlike piece. 


I'd recognize an alaxdrite anywhere. But what’s your story? You 
are a curious one... 


Suddenly, a powerful sensation enveloped Miste. It felt like 
someone, something, was caressing her arms and back, 
moving in closer and embracing her. One would think that a 
situation like this - being bound by an invisible force —- was a 
moment of horror. And yet, on the contrary, to the stranded 
girl all alone in the dark, the sensation around her felt 
comforting. It was similar to the warm and fluffy feeling of 
biting into one of Berryjam’s treats. 


The soothing force lulled Miste to utter relaxation. It kept Miste 
firmly wrapped inside it, before slowly fading away. Miste 
nudged slightly forward as the invisible support around her 
disappeared. She glanced at her hand. The alaxdrite was still 
there, bright blue light and all. 


“Uhm... I don’t know what just happened, but... thanks.” 


Miste stopped for a moment to review what had just 
happened. 


“Oh, this is great! I must really be going crazy... I just thanked 
a piece of stone!” 


The glimmer from the extraordinary alaxdrite seemed to 
intensify for a moment. Miste could swear she saw some kind 
of shape forming deep inside the gem’s semitransparent core. 
The wavering silhouette appeared and disappeared too quickly 
to make out. 


“Well, you just keep on giving, don’t you? It’s like you were 
trying to say something-” 


Miste stopped herself from speaking further as she realized 
how insane the whole situation was. Her head began to feel 
heavy again. 


Gaah! What’s wrong with me!? I have to get out of here before I 
lose my mind! 


Then, a relieved smirk rose on Miste’s face as a realization 
suddenly hit her. She removed the green and mundane 
alaxdrite from her gauntlet’s engine and replaced it with the 
mysterious blue gem. She began scanning her surroundings 
with the assistance of her newfound light source. Soon enough, 
she located a low crevice in the wall of the cavern. She crawled 
through the hole and pointed her light upward. Inside the wall 
was a Slightly twisting shaft, most likely the one she had fallen 
through earlier. 


“Yes! Iam out of here! And as for you, you puzzlin’ piece of 
ore, you’re coming with me. I have to examine you closer.” 


The shining gemstone gave no answer, as one would expect. 


The shaft wasn’t higher than two meters, and its narrowness 
made it easy enough climb for the nimble girl. 


This is probably an old nest tunnel of a lemmingshroo or some 
other animal It figures, most creatures obviously fled the area 
once the mining started. 


After finishing her ascend back to tunnel #7, Miste found the 
pile of rubble still in its place and blocking the way. She leaned 
against the tunnel wall, wary of acting further on her own. The 
last thing she wanted was to cause another cave-in. 


Curiously, the blue blaze from the strange alaxdrite suddenly 
died out, leaving the gem to seem like any other of its ilk. Miste 
decided not to pay the thing any mind for the moment and 
tucked the gauntlet inside her bag. 


It didn’t take long before several footsteps started approaching 
from the other side of the collapsed rock. There was anxiety in 
the voices of Miste’s rescuers as they conversed about the 
situation whilst clearing away the rocks systematically from 
the top. 


Miste’s chest was ready to burst from joy. She would soon be 
safe and could leave this horrible experience behind her. 


The moment the clearing on top of the rubble was wide 
enough to squeeze through, Miste rushed towards it, shouting 
out cheerfully. 


“You guys! Here! Don’t worry, I’m alright!” 


Zeriah’s hand extended towards Miste through the hole. The 
girl grabbed on and was helped to the other side. The group of 
rescuers with Zeriah consisted of Coal, Sasha and a couple 
other folks from the mines. 


Zeriah pulled Miste tightly against his chest. 


“You made me so worried... Wait, you’re bleeding!” 


“It’s nothing. Thank you for coming for me-” 
Coal interjected abruptly, deeply irritated. 


“Let’s go! We can exchange hugs and kisses later — once we’re 
no longer in danger of being buried alive.” 
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Miste was sitting on a wooden crate while being patched up by 
Sasha. Luckily, the scrape on her forehead wasn’t serious, 
nothing that a healthy dose of bandaging couldn’t fix. Even 
more fortunate, Zeriah had survived the cave-in completely 
unscathed. 


“Here, love. This’ll ease the pain.” 


The bag of ice felt amazing against Miste’s forehead that was 
still a bit on the heavy side. 


“Thanks.” 


Cozo jumped over to Miste’s shoulder from Sasha. The bird 
tugged on the girl’s hair affectionately. 


“Baw, were you worried about me too?” 


Miste gave the bird a gentle pat on the head. Satisfied, Cozo 
returned to its mistress’s shoulder. 


Even though the danger was already behind her, a choking 
squeeze lingered around Miste’s heart. 


Everyone must have been worried sick. Man, I screwed up 
royally... the gauntlet was a total bust... worse, it almost got me 
and Zeri killed... 


“Pm really sorry, I~” 


“Just focus on resting, a’ight. We’re all grateful that you and 
Zeriah are okay.” 


Sasha’s smile was gentle, the kind that one would see on a 
mother holding her newborn child. She gave Miste a 
comforting rub on the cheek — her understanding only added 
to Miste’s embarrassment. 


“Thank you, Sasha. You’re always so nice.” 
“Hush, no need for any of that.” 


A set of stomping steps approaching made Sasha peek over her 
shoulder. Coal and Zeriah had gone back to tunnel #7 to better 
assess the damages and were now returning. 


Sasha locked eyes with Miste. She gave the girl a discreet nod, 
as if saying; Hang in there, love. Miste appreciated the 
sentiment, for she knew full well that she was about to receive 
the scolding of a lifetime — one that she admittedly deserved. 


Sasha turned to greet the arriving boss-man. 
“So, how is it?” 


Coal didn’t even glance at Miste as he strutted next to Sasha. 
His eyes were cold and tired. In the span of a mere day, an 
entire decade had been added on his face. 


“It’s gonna take a hefty while to clear everything up and repair 
the supports, a real hassle. In all honesty, I’d rather leave the 
whole mess as it is.” 


“Hmm, I see. Guess in the end it’s your call.” 


Coal responded by grunting something under his breath. He 
turned to look at Miste, his eyes sinking ever deeper into the 


realm of ice. Miste tried her best to meet Coal’s gaze bravely, 
but the slicing frost made the girl bow her head down instead. 


Here it comes... 


To Miste’s surprise, Coal remained silent. The man turned 
away and took his leave. Miste was confused beyond belief. 


I knew that he’d be mad... But this mad!? Not a word? Coal must 
be really disappointed in me; he would otherwise never clam up 
like that. 


Miste jumped up from the crate to confront Coal. Every muscle 
in her body felt like they were incased in lead. 


“W-Wait! Aren’t you gonna say something?” 
Coal remained quiet. 


“I mean, I get that I messed up, so I understand if you are 
angry and disappointed with me. But I want you to know that 
I’m really, really sorry.” 


“| SOrry?” 


Coal gave Miste another wintery glare, drilling into her fora 
moment in complete silence. Miste felt herself shrinking to the 
size of a pebble under his intense stare. 


Coal continued to speak, raising his voice to a commanding 
roar. 


“You almost got yourself and Zeriah killed, and you are 
sorry?!” 


“I didn’t mean to, I just-” 


“Oh, I know damn well what you just! Zeriah told me 
everything!” 


For a moment, Miste was utterly unable to interject as Coal 
kept on ranting. His crushing words drew the attention of 
fellow miners passing by. 


“T’ve already told you about those toys of yours, keep them out 
of work!! See what happens when you don’t!? I can’t for the 
life of me understand how someone so smart as you can also 
be so irresponsible and stupid!!” 


Miste’s voice was frail, a mere whisper. 

“I won't do it again...” 

“You sure as hell better not!” 

Coal rubbed his neck, arcing and twisting in frustration. 


“You are lucky you got people around willing to help you out 
of trouble. But that won’t always be the case. There will be 
times when you alone have to take responsibility for your 
actions, understand?” 


Coal’s eyes turned to the direction of the collapsed tunnel, 
lingering there for a while. He took a deep breath and released 
it slowly through his nostrils. 


Everyone around had stopped to listen in on the conversation. 
There was a lot of whispering and confused expressions. A few 
people sent pitying looks towards Miste. The thickness in the 
air was eventually cut as Coal resumed speaking, his words 
seeping with disdain. 


“..Or is this the kind of Adventurer you want to be, Miste? 
Irresponsible and selfish? Is this the kind of dream you are 
chasing after?” 


Coal’s words pierced Miste’s heart like a barrage of arrows. It 
took Miste all of her will, along a firm biting of her teeth, not to 
fall on her knees and crumble to little pieces. 


He must truly hate me. I’ve really messed up this time. 


Zeriah was about to say something, taking a stern step towards 
Coal. He was stopped by Sasha gripping his arm. The woman 
gave Zeriah a calming headshake and took the lead instead. 


“That’s quite enough, Coal!” 


Sasha’s voice was commanding yet soft, firm yet 
understanding, the kind suggesting that she would make life 
very uncomfortable for Coal, lest he backed off this instant. 


Coal’s gaze fell to the ground. He let out an almost inaudible 
grunt before turning to address the crowd that had stopped to 
eavesdrop. 


“All right, show’s over! All of you, back to work!” 


The ensemble of miners unanimously scattered off to their 
assigned stations. 


Coal took swift steps past Zeriah, tapping him on the shoulder 
as he went. 


“Take Miste home. Make sure she gets rest.” 
Miste straightened herself up, alarmed by Coal’s order. 
“No!! I’m fine — honest. I can still work.” 


“This is not a negotiation!! Do as I say. I don’t want to see your 
face for the rest of the day.” 


As Coal walked away, Miste felt a nasty, icy claw gripping her 
chest. It crushed her heart and squeezed it dry. She was about 


to fall over, but was held standing by Zeriah’s arm coiling 
around her shoulders. 


“Let’s go, Miste.” 
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“Your tea is getting cold.” 

“Ah, sorry... I was in my thoughts.” 


Miste had spaced out while sitting on the porch of the Walz 
family villa. She couldn’t rid her mind off the words that Coal 
had ended his lecture with. 


Selfish... that’s the last thing I want to be. But Coal is right... 
after what happened today, I can’t be called anything less. 


The last rays of the sun were licking the fields of grass 
surrounding the villa. A soft breeze made the lush green 
dance. Miste spent a moment observing how the shadow 
created by the villa extended slowly towards the horizon. She 
took a sip from the cup of gooseberry tea that Zeriah had 
kindly made just for her. The boy himself didn’t care for tea. 


“It’s good. Thank you.” 
“Nothing to it.” 
Miste began to drift away again. Zeriah gave her hair a ruffle. 


“Come on, cheer up! Everything’s alright now, right? Coal’s not 
gonna be mad at you forever, so let it go.” 


“But... is everything truly alright?” 
“Sure it is. We’re both unharmed.” 


A moment of silence settled between the two. 


Sighing heavily, Zeriah jumped up from the porch’s lowest step 
and parked right in front of Miste, fishing for her gaze. The girl 
lowered her head in response. 


“Sorry... I really don’t feel like talking.” 
“If it makes you feel any better, I got yelled at too.” 
“Huh?” 


“Yeah, you should have seen Coal. When he heard what 
happened, he totally lost it: You are supposed to keep Miste safe 
and stop her from doing anything stupid! I tell ya, he would 
have probably smacked me if it weren’t for Sasha.” 


Miste lifted her head a little to check Zeriah’s expression. He 
was smiling wide at her, really giving his all to cheer her up. 


That doesn’t make me feel any better, though. 


“You did nothing wrong, Zeri, so you shouldn’t be the one 
getting scolded.” 


Zeriah dropped on one knee to meet Miste’s eyes directly. 
“Coal doesn’t hate you. He wouldn’t be so mad if he did.” 


A gust of wind blew from behind Zeriah, whipping his hair in 
sync with Miste’s. To fight the chilling sensation running 
through her body, Miste took another sip from her tea. 


Zeri, you are so nice to me. I don’t deserve someone like you. 

“I think I should just quit.” 

“Hm? Quit what?” 

“Being an inventor. Today showed that I’m not cut out for it.” 


“Come on! You don’t mean that. The gauntlet worked, right? If 
you just work on the kinks a little, Pm sure you’ll get it to~” 


“That’s not the point!!” 


Miste squeezed her teacup with both hands, almost breaking 
it. 

“What I meant was that Coal hit the issue right on the mark. As 
a person, I’m not worthy of calling myself an inventor. In the 
cave, right before I tried the gauntlet out, I hesitated. I knew I 
should’ve run tests before taking it to the field, and that there 
would be risks, and yet I still went through with it. Someone 
like me should not work with tech.” 


“You were so excited to show me your invention. Who could 
blame you?” 


“I almost got you killed!!” 


Miste spilt her tea as her hands began shaking uncontrollably. 
She laid the cup aside with all the remaining dexterity she 
could muster. The shivers took over her whole body. She 
wrapped her left arm around herself, gazing at her right palm 
with utter disgust, her lips trembling. She had decided not to 
weep in front of anyone over her sorrow, for she had no right 
for that. However, that vow was now meaningless; she 
wouldn’t be able to stop herself. 


Miste closed her eyes, and a long stream of tears washed over 
her face. She let out a pain-stricken scream that quickly 
transformed into a pitiful gurgle. 


“You trusted me! And I betrayed that trust! Iam a horrible, 
selfish person!” 


Miste wiped her face with both her sleeves as if trying to push 
the tears back where they came. 


“You should hate me -I know I do! If something happened to 
you because of me... Pd never forgive myself!” 


Miste hid her face inside her palms as she wept. 
“Pm sorry...” 


She let out a startled whimper as Zeriah grabbed both her 
shoulders firmly. 


“Miste, look at me.” 


The girl reluctantly lowered her hands. Zeriah’s eyes were 
fixated on her own. The lime-green gleam in Zeriah’s gaze was 
the most intense Miste had ever seen on him. 


“There is nothing you could do that would make me distrust 
you. I know you won’t make the same mistake again.” 


“How can you-” 
Zeriah placed his index finger on Miste’s lips. 
“Pll show you.” 


He rushed past Miste and inside the house. He returned ina 
flash, carrying a sword. The hand-and-a-half weapon was 
intricate, beautiful, custom made — obvious even while 
sheathed — complete with a sleek black scabbard. The hilt of 
the weapon was strikingly red and black. A curious ring-like 
component adorned the grip, close to the disc guard. 


Zeriah strutted across the yard, picking up a log from a pile of 
firewood by the porch, and threw it high up in the air. Witha 
single clean motion, he drew his sword and sliced the log in 
half as it fell down. The blade of the weapon blazed like 
molten silver against the setting sun. The metal was 


impressively thin, and perfectly sharp, like it had been freshly 
polished. 


Zeriah kicked one of the log halves up, and balanced it atop the 
tip of his sword. From there he flicked the piece of wood high 
in he air once more. While the timber was busy twirling 
through the air, Zeriah swiftly sheathed the sword, and gave 
the ring around the grip a twist. A distinct metallic click 
sounded from within the weapon. 


Once Zeriah re-drew his sword, the weapon revealed its true 
potency. The blade of the weapon was joined by another razor- 
sharp piece of metal, equally polished, equally beautiful. The 
twin blades sliced and diced the falling wood as Zeriah 
unleashed his full might upon it. Tiny cubes scattered across 
the lawn, one of them landing upon Zeriah’s palm. Grinning, 
the swordman presented his neatly carved accomplishment to 
Miste, before flicking it away. 


After showcasing the dexterity of his sword arm, Zeriah 
sheathed his weapon once more, and thrust the sword towards 
Miste in a presenting motion. 


“Here.” 
“What does that have to do with anything?” 


“Well, it would be a shame if this sword remained your only 
finished creation!” 


Zeriah placed the sword in Miste’s hand. The girl wiped the 
tears from her eyes while examining the weapon. 


“... There’s two blades inside the scabbard, the mechanism on 
the grip attaches and detaches the blades from the handle on 
command, switching between single and dual blade 


configurations. There’s really no trick to it. I didn’t even make 
it by myself. It was Coal who forged the metal.” 


“But you are the one who made the designs for it! It’s an 
awesome weapon! Light, durable, and the dual blades in one 
sword is just plain cool!” 


Zeriah slumped back on the porch next to Miste. 


“But that ain’t even the reason why I brought it up. Do you 
remember what you told me when you gave it to me?” 


“Yeah...” 


“You said that I could have it on one condition -if I promised 
to never doubt myself.” 


Miste’s eyes — dry and heavy from crying — popped wide open. 
“Ler...” 


“Help or not, you made this sword for me. You believed in me 
enough to do something this special.” 


Zeriah picked his weapon from Miste’s lap and took the girl by 
the hand, smiling. 


“Even when I didn’t trust myself, you were my friend and gave 
me strength. Likewise, I’ll always believe in you. So don’t give 
up!” 


Miste locked eyes with Zeriah, and she soon felt her sorrows 
melt away under his comforting gaze. 


“... Thank you, Zeri. You’re being truly awesome!” 
Zeriah gave Miste’s head a gentle petting. 


“Hahah, I aim to please! Everything’s going to be fine, so no 
more tears, alright?” 


Miste wiped her face furiously. The salty tears had made her 
skin tingly. 


Uurgh... I feel like such an idiot. Zeri is absolutely right. It’s all 
going to be fine. 


Miste jumped to stand, throwing an energetic grin at Zeriah. 
“You got it, no more tears!” 


She grabbed the pail next to the porch - left there earlier by 
Zeriah — and dumped the whole bucketful of water over 
herself. 


“Brr... cold... Okay, all better now!” 

Zeriah let out a short chuckle, smirking at the girl. 

“You know, maybe I should be a little bit mad at you.” 
“Huh!?” 

“Give up inventing? That’s stupid! It’s like giving up on your 
dream to become an Adventurer. What other skills were you 
planning on presenting at the trial anyway?” 

“Uuf... that’s kinda harsh.” 


“It’s your own fault for saying such stupid things - Dummy!” 


Zeriah’s emphasis on the word dummy made Miste giggle. She 
knew he was only teasing her. 


“Hihihi, I promise to work on that. Fl be less of a dummy from 
now on.” 


Miste sat back down next to Zeriah while squeezing her hair 
dry. Armed with newfound Zeal, the girl thrust her fist in the 
air. 


“And I also promise to keep on tinkering. If you believe in me, 
then I have no right to give up!” 


“Glad to see you back to your true self, Miste.” 
“Hmm, and what would that be like?” 
“Upbeat, confident, smiling.” 


Miste inched closer to Zeriah. She rested her head on the boy’s 
shoulder while humming happily. 


“Y'know, having a friend like you makes a girl feel like 
smiling.” 


“Hah! Let’s say the feeling’s mutual.” 


“Hey, Zeri... Back there, when the ceiling came falling down, I 
was honestly really scared. Thank you for rescuing me.” 


Zeriah wrapped his arm around Miste, pulling her even closer. 
His lips pressed gently against her hair. 


“That’s what I’m here for.” 


The two youngsters, lost in the moment while locked in each 
other’s embrace, were suddenly startled awake by a colossal 
echo reminiscent of thunder. Miste took a few running steps 
towards the direction of the sound. It came from the mines. 


“What the heck was that?!” 

“Lightning? But... the skies are totally clear!” 

Zeriah walked beside Miste, gripping his sword tightly. 
“We should go check it out. Somehow, I got a bad feeling—” 


“Me too, let’s go!” 


Miste jetted downhill from the villa and towards the mines, 
with Zeriah following close behind her. 


VERSE #2: MY PULSE 


The sun had surrendered the skies to a sharp crescent moon 
by the time Miste and Zeriah returned to the quarry. 


On a glance, nothing seemed to be out of the norm as the 
youngsters descended into the open-pit mine now engulfed in 
shadows. It was completely quiet, and there was no soul to be 
seen, as would be expected, since the last shift of the day had 
ended long before sunset. One thing out of the ordinary, 
however, was a strange touch of electricity in the air, making 
the ends of Miste’s hair lift slightly. A distinct stinging odor 
floated from farther away. 


“Do you smell that, Zeri?” 
“Something burning?” 


The pair followed the scent, moving along the quarry’s curving 
wall. Miste tried her best to scout the surroundings, but all she 
could find from amidst the twilight were rows upon rows of 
metal containers stacked up high, filled to the brim with 
harvested ore. 


The smell of scorch intensified as Miste and Zeriah got near to 
a lone trailer apartment that was parked right by the wall of 
the quarry. It was the humble residence of the mine’s 
supervisor, Coal. 


Something was lying in the shadow of the trailer, something 
that should not have been there. Closer, as that something 
came to focus, Miste was left gasping in horror. 


“No!! Coal!” 


Miste dashed the remaining distance faster than she had ever 
moved. Coal was slumped down by the trailer, his body limp, 
eyes closed. 


“Wake up! Please!” 
Feeling Coal’s neck calmed Miste partially. 
“Thank goodness, he’s alive!” 


Zeriah peered around nervously. Something caught his eye 
further from the trailer. There was a small, charred area on 
the ground, the thinnest trail of smoke still rising from it. 


“Guess we found where the smell’s coming. The lightning 
theory isn’t entirely off the table, all things considered.” 


“It doesn’t make any sense, though! The sky is clear, and we 
only heard the sound once. Why would there be only a single 
strike of lightning?” 


“You got a better idea?” 
“Not yet. It just doesn’t add up.” 


Zeriah gazed for the skies, finding nothing but the silver moon 
greeting him. 

“How’s Coal?” 

“Out cold. There’s no blood, so hopefully the damage isn’t 
anything major.” 

“We should take him back to town, get him checked.” 


A sudden metallic echo startled the two investigators. The 
sound came from the direction of the alaxdrite containers. 
There was definitely something wrong going on. 


“Let’s hold that thought for a moment. It seems we’re not 
alone.” 


Zeriah drew his sword halfway from its scabbard. 
“Wait here, Miste. Pl go check it out.” 
“No!” 


Miste dug the gauntlet from her shoulder bag and slid it on. 
Her invention hadn’t worked as intended, but in a tight spot it 
might prove useful as a weapon. 


“Tm coming too! Whoever we are dealing with here hurt Coal. 
Pll make him sorry!” 


“Not if I beat you to it. Just promise me you'll stay close.” 
“Alright!” 

Miste lifted Coal’s unconscious body to lean against the trailer. 
“Hang in there for a moment. Zeri and I will handle this.” 


As the youngsters headed towards the alaxdrite containers, 
Zeriah gave Miste a confused look. 


“That’s weird... I could’ve sworn that the core on your gauntlet 
was green earlier today.” 


“Oh, this? You’re right, I changed it after the cave-in. It’s quite 
a story actually, I promise to tell you all about it later.” 
“Okay...? I guess it doesn’t matter right now.” 
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The metallic crates were set in such a pattern that from a 
bird’s eye view it would’ve seemed like the ground was littered 
with giant combs interlocking with one another. 


After the metallic bang a moment ago, silence had once again 
fallen over the quarry. Miste followed behind Zeriah as he led 
the pair with cautious steps, zigzagging between the 
containers. 


Miste had never seen Zeriah draw his weapon before — 
training sessions naturally notwithstanding. Even though the 
situation was still shrouded in mystery, and possibly 
dangerous, the way Zeriah stood firm right beside her, 
brandishing his weapon of gleaming metal, made Miste feel at 
ease. 


Zeri looks way cool! I don’t think anyone could stand up to him! 


Truth be told, the prospect of her creation finally getting some 
real action filled Miste with the same giddiness that she’d felt 
earlier that day while testing her gauntlet. She was quick to 
push these prideful feelings aside though, remembering all the 
misery that her over-eagerness had brought before. 


Zeriah stopped abruptly, extending his hand behind him ina 
stopping motion. Seeing as Miste was still amidst her musings, 
she accidentally bumped right against his palm. Zeriah didn’t 
seem to notice her bumbling, but motioned her to remain 
quiet. He turned to face Miste, forming soundless words with 
his mouth: 


“There is someone behind the corner.” 


While working in an environment of never-ending noise, Miste 
and Zeriah had long since learned how to read lips. 


Miste responded with a nod, holding her breath. 


Zeriah positioned himself on the far edge of the container, 
hugging it with his back. After taking a discreet peek past the 


corner, he turned to Miste once again and gave her a 
reassuring look. He lifted his hand, counting down from three 
slowly with his fingers. 
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Miste’s heart pounded loud enough that she worried she might 
reveal their position. 


This is it. Whoever this guy is, we got him now... But what if he 
turns out to be a total badass and we can’t take him!? No, Zeri 
will take care of everything! I just hope I won't get in his way... 
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A swirl of emotions sliced inside Miste. She was unsure 
whether she was scared or excited. She released her breath to 
calm herself. 


Dies 
Miste clenched her right hand into a fist. 
The only way to go is forward! 


The moment that Zeriah’s last finger clamped next to its ilk, he 
and Miste dashed out of hiding as a single unit. 


Covered in shadows, there stood a cloaked figure. A man with 
heavy frame, at least two meters tall. His face was hidden 
behind a pair of welding goggles, along a metallic piece of 
armor over his mouth. He was fiddling with a strange cylinder- 
shaped devise, which he had attached to the side of one of the 
alaxdrite containers with heavy bolts. 


“You can stop it right there, whatever it is that you’re doing!” 


The hooded man paid no mind to Zeriah’s sudden appearance, 
deciding to keep with his tinkering in silence. Zeriah took a 
step closer, thrusting his weapon to point at the man. 


“Didn’t you hear me?! Who are you anyway?” 


The man turned to face the two youngsters. He made no 
sound, just stood there in slouching stance, his gaze seemingly 
fixated on the ground. Several seconds passed in stasis, with 
no sound nor movement. Finally, the hooded man let out a 
single heavy sigh, weary, like he was more annoyed than 
frightened about getting caught red-handed. 


The hooded man’s essence made Miste’s skin crawl. 


This guy is freaky! Why isn’t he saying anything? Is it a trick? Is 
he trying to psyche us out so that he can escape? Or does he 
have some ace up his sleeve? Be careful, Zeri — is what I would 
like to say, but I better not give that hoodie-sneak-a-lot any 
reason to believe that he has the upper hand. 


Zeriah inched closer to the man in the cloak. His earlier 
somewhat triumphant tone was now drenched in irritation. 


“You are really starting to piss me off, you know! Don’t think I 
carry this blade around just for show!” 


“Yeah, don’t try anything funny! Zeri here is an excellent 
swordsman — make a move and he’ll cut you down just like 
that.” 


Miste noticed a pleased ripple flashing across Zeriah’s face. 
Hah, how’s that for psychological warfare! 


Zeriah continued the interrogation with his composure 
regained. 


“I ask you once again. Who are you and what are you doing 
here?” 


There was still no answer. Instead, the hooded man flung his 
arms wide, making his dark robe flutter behind him like a 
flock of riled up ravens. The sudden movement came right out 
of nowhere, making Miste and Zeriah shudder. 


What followed next was something that neither of the 
youngsters could believe as real. 


The air around the hooded man’s knuckles began distorting, 
like they were emitting heat. Suddenly, a burst of sparks jetted 
out of his fists. A sphere of deep blue and silver blaze formed 
around the man’s hands, crackling and buzzing. He thrust his 
arms forth, releasing a current of electricity towards Miste and 
Zeriah. 


Acting on instinct, the youngsters fell backwards, barely 
dodging the beam of blazing azure. The sudden flash of light 
blinded Miste. It took several seconds for the girl to regain her 
bearings and climb back up. 


The whole situation felt unreal. The fact that Miste and Zeriah 
still had no clue about the identity or motives of the hooded 
man was one thing, but now on top of that, the mysterious 
assailant had demonstrated an ability that seemed impossible, 
far beyond the realm of their understanding, something 
otherworldly and dreamlike. 


“He just shot lightning out of his hands!? How did he do that!?” 
“Pm not staying here to find out!!” 


Zeriah yanked Miste’s left arm, almost popping her shoulder 
off its place, and the girl flew into his embrace just as another 


bolt of electricity struck the ground where she’d stood a 
second ago. 


“Come on!” 


Zeriah began dragging Miste behind him, both of them 
running with all the strength they could muster. The pair kept 
rushing between the containers, hands locked, neither of them 
daring to peek behind them. Crackling sounds and intense heat 
in the air told them that their opponent was close in pursuit. 


“Zeri! We have to go get Coal!” 


“I know! Listen, once we get past the crates, Pl distract that 
hooded guy so that you can escape with Coal.” 


“I am not leaving you behind!” 
“Please, don’t be difficult-” 


Zeriah was cut short by the sound of electricity buzzing above 
the youngsters. The hooded man was standing atop the 
container to their right, his palms gleaming silver and blue. He 
released another bolt of lightning towards the couple. 


“Look out, Zeri!” 


Miste tackled Zeriah out of the way and against the container, 
covering him with her body. The lightning rushed past her 
back, close enough for her to feel the intense heat burning her 
skin. Wincing in pain, Miste flicked her wrist and slammed her 
palm against the container. Her gauntlet activated on 
command, releasing a pulse of energy that made the metal 
crate shake. The vibrations were violent enough to make the 
hooded man atop the container to trip and crash to the ground 
with a grunt. The electricity emitting from the man’s fists 
fizzled out. 


Without wasting a second of their opening, Miste and Zeriah 
dashed away, hands still locked, this time Miste in the lead. 


“Thanks for that, Miste! You really saved my neck!” 


“Don’t worry about it. And I certainly won’t be leaving you! 
We're in this together!” 


Miste eased her pace just enough to let Zeriah catch up to her 
side. 


“It’s really strange... We were almost killed, just like with the 
cave-in earlier, and yet... I mean... I can feel my heart 
hammering like crazy, but Pm not afraid...” 


Miste turned her gaze to Zeriah, a firm smile blossoming on 
her lips. Zeriah returned the gesture, a bit bewildered. 


“Miste...?” 


“Tm not scared to face anything the future might bring, not 
when you are next to me! I will never abandon you, Zeri!” 


Zeriah’s confusion morphed into a warm smile. 
“Thank you, Miste.” 


Sure enough, after Zeriah had caught Miste’s hand earlier, the 
couple had never once let go of each other. 
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Once Miste and Zeriah made it through the steel-crate-jungle, 
they rushed for Coal’s trailer. Miste kept scanning around for 
the hooded attacker. 


“No sign of Mr. Thunder Palms yet. Let’s grab Coal and bolt!” 


The two of them lifted Coal to slump over their shoulder. The 
weight of their boss turned both their knees into soft noodles. 


“This... isn’t going to work...” 
“The hell has he been eating...?!” 


The sudden sound of crackling energy stole both youngsters’ 
attention. To their horror, the hooded man emerged from 
amidst the containers. He approached them slowly, his steps 
calm and silent. Under the limelight cast by the moon, his 
forceful presence seemed to elevate further, like a predator 
creeping up on helpless prey. The man gave his hood a yank to 
better mask his face from the moonlight. The sound of raw 
energy bursting from his hands broke the otherwise perfect 
hush. 


Miste and Zeriah laid Coal back down to rest in unison. 
“Nowhere to run...” 


“Yeah, that human-sparkplug won’t let up. The only way to end 
this is for us to face him head on.” 


Zeriah positioned his sword in front of him, gripping the 
handle hard enough to turn his knuckles white. He took a 
single confident step forward, guarding Miste. 


“Our only hope is to keep close eye on his movements and 
anticipate his attack. We’ll move closer when we get the 
chance. There’s two of us, so we can pull this off if we’re 
careful.” 


“We absolutely will succeed!” 


Miste and Zeriah stood still, eyes fixed on their opponent. Each 
of the hooded man’s steps seemed to get slower than the last, 
while an untold number of excruciating seconds passed by. 


Suddenly, a loud rippling sound sliced the air. 


Miste felt something swoosh past her cheek at incredible 
speed, creating an air current strong enough to make her hair 
whip. The object hit the ground in front of her and Zeriah, 
leaving a tiny crevice in the soil. 


Miste switched repeatedly between peering at the ground and 
Zeriah with an asking expression. Her confusion was shared 
fully by Zeriah, and surprisingly enough, the hooded man as 
well. 


Another sound, this time a metallic click, followed soon after. 


There was no question about the source; both sounds came 
from behind Miste and Zeriah. As they turned around, they 
noticed someone standing atop the quarry’s sloping wall. 


A man, with the moon behind him splashing his frame with a 
shimmer of silver, painting his likeness akin to an angel - 
whether an angel of salvation or an angel of war, that 
remained a mystery. 


He was wearing a raggedy trench coat, its tail fluttering in the 
summer breeze. His face remained hidden; his eyes were 
barely visible between his lifted-up collar and his wide- 
brimmed hat. He carried an edge-rifle, a weapon equipped 
with a thin blade on the underside of the gun. The barrel of the 
rifle was locked down at the quarry and upon the forehead of 
the hooded man. 


The rifleman spoke calmly, armed with the confidence of a 
seasoned huntsman. 


“That’s the only warning shot I’m giving you, so don’t move. Pd 
also appreciate it greatly if you’d cease using your ability.” 


The hooded man lowered his arms, and the electricity around 
his hands dissolved. 


Accepting his target’s surrender, the trench-coat-stranger 
jumped off the ledge and slid down into the quarry along the 
slanted wall. He walked slowly towards the hooded man, 
keeping his rifle pointed towards him. 


Miste and Zeriah kept staring at the rifleman, who in turn 
didn’t grace the two youngsters with even a glance as he 
walked past them. 


There were close to a thousand questions swirling inside 
Miste’s head, numerous enough that her tongue twirled into a 
knot, preventing her from forming a single syllable. Her 
thoughts were put back on track once she noticed a certain 
detail on the rifleman’s clothing, one that forced a muffled cry 
of excitement out of her. On the man’s collar, there was the tri- 
hex symbol of Hex Nova. 


“You are an Adventurer!!” 
Zeriah’s eyes steeled on the back of the trench-coat-stranger. 
“He is!?” 


Sensing the youngsters’ added interest on the back of his neck, 
the rifleman spoke, his words full of disdain. 


“You two should grab your friend and scurry off. There’s 
nothing further for you to see here.” 


Zeriah’s sharpened gaze morphed into a hostile glare. He 
drove his sword next to the rifleman’s ear. 


“To hell with that! Pm sick of people ignoring me for one day! 
We want answers, and it looks like you can provide them, so 
let’s hear it!” 


“You really shouldn’t point your blade at people you aren’t 
ready to face, kid.” 


The rifleman continued to walk forward while ignoring the 
sharp metal pressed against his collar. 


Zeriah’s hand shook from revulsion. He ground his teeth 
together, sounding like a pepper mill. 


“You cocky son of a-!!” 
“Let it go, Zeri!” 
Miste tried reaching out to the rifleman with a chirpy greeting. 


“Hi! My name is Miste, and this hot stuff next to me is Zeriah. 
We are super grateful for your help, but we would like some 
teensy-tiny clarity on the situation, y’ know. Least you could do 
is give us your name... please?” 


The rifleman didn’t react to Miste’s calling. Instead, he kept his 
attention on the hooded mystery man. The hooded man turned 
to leer towards the direction of the alaxdrite containers, as if 
anticipating something. 


“Waiting for the boom? Don’t bother, I already took care of 
your toy.” 


The rifleman pulled out something from within his coat and 
threw it on the ground between him and the hooded man. It 
was the device that Miste and Zeriah had seen the hooded man 
fiddling with earlier. The cylinder-shaped apparatus had been 
cleanly cut in half. 


The rifleman turned to peer at the two youngsters from the 
corner of his eye. 


“Truth be told, you two made for an excellent diversion.” 


The mocking tint in the rifleman’s voice made Zeriah cringe. 
“That’s it! Pm gonna-!!” 


Miste dropped her hand on Zeriah’s shoulder, interrupting his 
foaming. 


The rifleman let out a sneer. 


“Don’t take every single jab to heart, kid. Trust me, you’ll live 
longer. The name’s Reiram. There, least given, happy now?” 


Zeriah breathed out silently, relaxing some of his tension. 


Miste switched her interest to the now-destroyed mystery 
device. 


“What is that thing?” 


“On the ground? Well, little missy, that there is an accelerated 
alaxdrite engine.” 


“Accelerated!? But that’s... at that size, there’s no way to have 
large enough limiter to regulate the resonance... that would 
lead into a volatile reaction and... Ah!!” 


Accelerated alaxtech was a new form of alaxtech created a few 
decades ago. In essence, the special type of engine intensified 
the rate at which energy could be syphoned from the gems, 
increasing the output of energy into monstrous potency. 
However, the method also made the energy highly unstable. If 
not regulated correctly, the accelerated reaction would lead 
into a massive uncontrollable burst of energy. Accelerated 
engines were largely outlawed, only permitted in large power 
stations in the kingdom’s grandest metropolises. 


A device as small as the one the hooded man had been 
tinkering with would undoubtedly go out of control and cause 


an enormous explosion. Miste and Zeriah both staggered 
backwards instinctively — before realizing that the danger had 
already passed. 


The rifleman Adventurer, identifying himself as Reiram, held 
his gun pointed at the hooded man whilst nonchalantly 
keeping with the explanation. 


“For the past month now, our hooded acquaintance over here 
has been spreading destruction all across the northern 
province, blowing up places at several alaxdrite mines.” 


Miste beat Zeriah to the obvious question. 


“But why would someone do that?! Stealing stuff, sure, that I 
would get, but why go through the trouble just to destroy?” 


“Well, I’m not sure whether or not you’ve noticed, but this guy 
isn’t exactly one to run his mouth, so I can’t tell you. Honestly, 
I don’t even care.” 


Miste felt a bit flustered by Reiram’s stance on the matter. 
How can you not be interested?! 


Reiram walked up to the hooded man and gave him a sharp 
knock on the neck with the stock of his rifle. The hooded man 
fell on his knees with a grunt. 


“You see, my job isn’t info hunting, it’s bounty hunting.” 


Reiram had quickly and effortlessly turned the powerful threat 
into a submissive captive. The Adventurer oozed self- 
confidence; he had done this countless times before. 


Miste observed Reiram’s every move with overflowing 
interest. This was the first time she’d met a member of Hex 
Nova in person. 


So, this is what a true Adventurer is like? Strong and confident. 
He didn’t stop to think whether he’d succeed or not, he simply 
did it. 

Although the villain had been detained, to Miste, the feeling of 
threat still lingered in the air. The silence and serenity of the 
hooded man was confusing; he didn’t seem anxious or angry, 
as if he possessed no sense of self-preservation. 


What does it take to get areaction out of this guy...? 


Miste decided to shove all remnants of uneasiness aside and 
focus on fishing more info out of Reiram. 


“So, you’ve been hired to chase him down? I think you 
mentioned something about an ability - does that mean you 
know how he did that lightning trick?” 


“Listen, missy, I’d love to stay here and chat, but I need to get 
this bag of dirt traded for a bag of coin. So, if you’ll excuse me- 
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The sudden flurry of motions happened in less than a second, 
faster than the two youngsters could fully process. 


Without warning, electricity exploded from the hooded man’s 
hand, encasing his whole arm inside a crackling field of 
energy. At the same time, the man flipped himself around and 
slashed at Reiram with his arm that now resembled a sharp 
blue claw. 


Reiram jumped backwards, dodging the deadly blade of heat 
by a few inches. The Adventurer aimed his rifle towards the 
hooded attacker, but wasn’t given enough time to take the 
shot. 


In a flash, the electricity engulfed the hooded man entirely, 
and he lunged for Reiram at incredible speed. Reiram had just 
enough time to lift his weapon in front of him to block the 
incoming attack. After their first thunderous clash, the men 
engaged in a furious exchange of strikes. 


To the pair of young onlookers, it seemed like the fight was 
happening within some other timeframe parallel of their own; 
a void where seconds ran like a wildly flooding river. 


The lightning-clad hooded man moved crazy-fast, leaving 
blurry afterimages in his wake as he dodged and skirted 
around his opponent. The electricity seemed to be augmenting 
his speed and reaction time, though not enough to close in for 
a decisive strike. Reiram’s movements were precise and swift, 
impressively matching his opponent’s supernatural abilities. 


The armament Reiram was brandishing, the edge-rifle, proved 
to be an effective weapon. The gun’s handle was modified in a 
way that allowed a sword-like grip, and although seemingly 
clunky, Reiram wielded the weapon masterfully, in a style 
similar to a broadsword. 


The whirlwind of motions that was the two mysterious men 
locked in combat left both Miste and Zeriah awestruck. Past 
the initial enthrallment, however, the spectacle also left Miste 
with a slicing nudge in her chest. 


I don’t think we would’ve made it if that hooded guy had decided 
to fight us with full strength from the start. Reiram is on totally 
another level — the hooded guy must have sensed it from the 
start and waited for his chance to strike. 


Utterly out of nowhere, Zeriah sprang forward, kicking up a 
cloud of dust in his wake. 


“Tm getting in there!” 
“Zeri, no!!” 


Miste’s scream was fueled by utter dread. Despite her plea, 
Zeriah kept running. He dashed right amidst the battle and for 
the hooded man. A deep roar broke from Zeriah’s lips as he 
swung his sword with all his might. Effortlessly, the hooded 
man zipped past the blade, backing away to put some distance 
between him and his opponents. 


Reiram gave chase, growling as he went. 
“Stay the hell out of my way, kid!” 
“Not a chance!” 


Zeriah followed Reiram. The hooded man turned on his heels 
to flee from the pursuers and dove into the midst of the 
alaxdrite containers. Reiram picked up his pace while 
throwing an irritated grumble towards Zeriah. 


“T don’t have time to look after some twerp! Take your 
girlfriend and get out of here!” 


“T told you already, I’m sick of people belittling me for one day! 
I'll take that freak down myself — you just watch!” 


“You stripling seem to have a death wish! You’re out of your 
league!” 


“Well, I didn’t see you doing any better, Half-Ass Adventurer!” 
“Why you runt...” 


The two swordsmen kept throwing insults as they vanished 
from view inside the mass of metallic walls. Miste ran after 
them, her voice trembling as she called out to Zeriah. 


“Please wait, Zeri!!” 


A sense of cold slithered around the girl’s heart. 
Zeri... I don’t want you to get hurt... Don’t do anything stupid... 


Miste circled around the containers, rush and terror in her 
steps. She peered between the walls to catch a glimpse of 
either of the two swordsmen, or their hooded target. 


As Miste continued onward, a collection of sounds resounded 
from farther away, muffled by the walls of steel; people 
shouting, metallic clangs, and the familiar thundering of 
electricity. By following the sounds, Miste found herself at the 
opposite side of the containers. Zeriah and Reiram were 
fighting side by side against the hooded man. 


Although the electrical powers in the hooded man’s possession 
were immense, he seemed to be struggling against the two 
swordsmen throwing themselves relentlessly at him. The 
surges of lightning released by the man were spread thin as 
Zeriah and Reiram kept on the pressure on either side. Soon, 
the hooded man turned on the defense completely, dodging 
away from the two blade wielders while peering around 
feverishly, most likely planning an escape. 


As Miste spectated the fight, it became clear to her that their 
opponent was losing steam fast. 


Yes, this is good! You got him now, just keep at it! 


The fight moved closer to the wall of the quarry, and the 
hooded man’s movements seemed to get more sluggish by the 
minute. 


After a clumsy jump backwards - out of the way of Zeriah’s 
blade — the hooded man accidentally slammed against the foot 
of the ex-caver parked near the quarry’s wall. The man panted 


silently under his cloak, and the electricity around him fizzled 
out. 


Zeriah and Reiram advanced slowly towards their opponent, 
who remained still, seemingly out of strength to continue. 


Miste sprinted closer. 
As Zeriah heard the footsteps, he turned to face Miste. 


“Don’t come closer! Stay there! This is not over until I bash that 
hooded guy’s face in and squeeze all the answers out of him!” 


A bit alarmed by Zeriah’s shouting, Miste complied and 
remained a healthy distance away. 


Reiram flicked his neck towards Miste while addressing 
Zeriah. 


“You should join her.” 
“Shut up! As if Pd let you solo this now!” 


The hooded man turned to leer at the ex-caver while Zeriah 
and Reiram closed in on him. 


“Do not move an inch!” 


Keeping in line with his previous demeanor, the hooded man 
ignored Zeriah’s demands. Instead, he shrouded his body in 
electricity once more. With a couple of swift movements, the 
hooded man vaulted himself atop the hunching ex-caver. After 
reaching the mining armor’s arching back, he slammed his 
palms against the steel plating, sending gushes of twitching 
blue energy to coat the machine. 


As if sensing an arriving turn of tables, Zeriah and Reiram took 
distance from the ex-caver. Zeriah made sure to position 
himself in front of Miste to cover her. 


The crackling thunderstorm around the ex-caver lasted only a 
few seconds before dying out. In the ensuing silence, the 
hooded man flung his arms high into the sky, as if flipping 
over an invisible table in front of him. At the same instant, the 
ground rumbled, and the colossal mining armor rose on its 
feet. 


Miste’s heart stopped. Although the sight of the machine, 
looming five meters above her, was familiar to her, right now, 
this imposing structure of steel with massive claws made Miste 
feel like a mouse facing an enormous beast. 


Impossible... No, Pm starting to think that nothing is 
impossible... But this is crazy... Are there no limits to his 
powers! ? 


The driverless ex-caver took a lumbering step forward, the 
earth quivering in its wake. 


Reiram was the first one to react. He aimed his rifle at the 
hooded man standing atop the ex-caver and pulled the trigger. 
The hooded man anticipated this and lifted his right arm in 
front of him. The ex-caver followed his motions perfectly, and 
the huge steel-plated limb rose to cover the hooded man. 


Reiram’s bullet ricocheted off the metal with a sharp chink, 
leaving no trace of damage. 


“Damn it!” 


Behind the ex-caver’s raised arm, a shadowy figure rose to the 
sky and landed softly on the quarry’s wall. The hooded man 
vanished into the surrounding woodlands. 


“He’s getting away!” 


Before Zeriah could do anything more than state the obvious, 
the ex-caver started leaning towards the trio of critters 
teeming at its feet. The steel titan’s claws crashed to the 
ground, barely missing their targets. Several tons of steel 
stomped the earth, sending vibrations up Miste legs and 
through her spine. Her knees turned numb, and she was 
forced to crouch. 


The ex-caver pushed itself back up. With movements 
resembling those of a marionette, handled by an intoxicated 
puppeteer, the mining armor cocked its right arm backwards. 
The ex-caver twisted itself around its axis and swung its 
extended arm in a wide arc. 


Miste had zero time to react to the mass of metal hurling 
towards her. 


She was saved narrowly as Zeriah tackled her out of the way. 
The two of them crashed to the ground while the huge arm 
flew over them. 


Miste’s heart pummeled against her chest like trying to punch 
its way out. To her, seeing the machine that she had spent 
years lovingly maintaining now under some horrific spell and 


moving with the intent to kill wasn’t only terrifying, but 
absolutely inexcusable. 


This isn’t what the ex-caver is designed for! It makes me sick to 
think that someone would use alaxtech for something like this! 


“We have to stop it!” 


Zeriah helped Miste up while leering towards the direction 
that the hooded man had fled to. 


“Not only that — we need to stop that human-sparkplug too!” 


After finishing its swipe, the ex-caver began preparing itself 
for a follow up attack. The machine was stopped, however, by 
two well-placed rifle shots to its knee joints, making it stagger 
shortly in place. 


Right by the ex-caver’s feet, Reiram stood firm with his 
smoking edge-rifle in hand. The Adventurer flipped open his 
weapon’s revolving tri-cylinder, jammed a new set of bullets 
inside, and launched another volley at the machine. 


“What the hell are you two bumpkins still doing here?!” 


Reiram leapt backwards to avoid the ex-caver’s claw lunging at 
him. 


“Get yourselves as far away as you can! Pl handle things 
here!” 


Zeriah replied with a hint of reluctance. 
“Right!” 


He grabbed Miste by the arm and began leading her away 
from the danger. 


“Let’s go, Miste!” 


As the girl ran behind Zeriah, she kept peering back at the 
battle. Step by step, the Adventurer and the enormous 
opponent he was facing grew smaller in size. The way that 
Reiram skirted around the metallic limbs thrashing at him, 
while throwing bullet after bullet back in response, told a clear 
story of the future: Reiram would lose. 


The ex-caver was built to endure massive amounts of pressure, 
and as such, the edge-rifle’s bullets were doing next to no 
damage, merely knocking the mining armor around. With no 
real way to end the fight, Reiram would eventually run out of 
ammo or make a mistake and end up crushed. 


If we don’t do something, Reiram will die, and it’ll be on our 
hands. He doesn’t know how to stop the ex-caver... But I do! 


Miste pulled herself free from Zeriah’s grip and ran back 
towards the ex-caver. 


“What are you doing?!” 

Miste did not falter despite Zeriah’s startled cry. 
“We can’t just leave Reiram!” 

“He said he’d handle it! Come back!” 

Miste felt no need to debate the matter further. 


The machine-gone-wild was fully focused on the Adventurer 
by its feet, leaving a perfect opening for Miste. 


The ex-caver’s joints aren’t flexible enough for it to reach its 
backside. If I can just climb on it, I can pop the hatch and smash 
the engine. That’ll stop it! 


The steel titan’s rampaging had left the terrain to resemble a 
field overrun by an army of moles. The softened ground was 


slowing Reiram’s movements, he was barely keeping up with 
the constant claw strikes hammering around him. After 
narrowly dodging yet another attack, the Adventurer noticed 
Miste running towards the ex-caver. 


“What the hell are you doing!? I told you to scram!” 
“I know what I’m doing!” 
...And I know what I must do! 


Whatever unnatural force was currently controlling the ex- 
caver, it still moved like an ex-caver. Miste knew the mining 
armor’s capabilities better than anyone, including its 
drawbacks. All she would have to do was get on top the 
machine’s arm. The fact that its backwards limb movements 
had only a fraction of the speed compared to forward thrusts 
meant that Miste would have ample time to safely climb to the 
machine’s backside while it was winding for an attack. 


For Miste’s plan to succeed, timing would be everything. She 
slowed down a bit as she got close to the trashing steel titan, 
concentrating intently on the movements of its limbs. Staring 
at a rampaging mechanical giant capable of squashing anyone 
with a single swipe would be enough to fill any soul with 
dread. At the moment though, Miste couldn’t afford those 
feelings. Ignoring the wobbling in her knees, she waited for 
her chance. 


The ex-caver’s right claw crashed to the ground close to Miste, 
signaling her to make her move. 


Now!! 


Miste leapt through the shower of dirt created by the claw’s 
impact. She landed right on top of the ex-caver’s wrist joint 
and climbed up the machine’s arm faster than she ever had. 


Nice and steady, don’t get flustered, it’s just a routine 
maintenance job... on top of a killer mech, but still... 


For the first second or so, Miste was doing fine climbing the 
machine’s arm by grabbing hold from the seams between the 
steel plating. Alas, her plan was foiled as the ex-caver suddenly 
started shaking violently, almost like it was sensing Miste’s 
intentions. A slitting pain hit Miste’s wrists as the continuous 
trashing from side to side forced her hands in unnatural 
positions. Miste lost her grip and was sent flying through the 
air in a wide arc. The vertigo made her feel sick. 


Miste’s terror-stricken cry got drowned under the sound of 
heavy stomping, metallic crunching, and horrified screaming 
for her name. 


At the end of her flight, Miste slammed to the ground on her 
back. The pain drilling her was like a metal pipe had been 
thrust through her spine. All the air in her lungs got punched 
out. She wanted to scream, but managed only a suffocated 
gurgle. The agony, coupled with the dizziness from the flight, 
and the whirlwind of emotions blowing inside her blurred 
Miste’s vision. While she kept gasping for air, something warm 
flowed down her face, making her left eye sting. The impact 
had opened the wound on her forehead from earlier. 


After an endless moment spent writhing in pain and fighting 
to fill her lungs, Miste eventually began to regain her 
composure. Once her sight finally returned, the first thing 
emerging into her view was the sharp, tri-forked right claw of 


the ex-caver gleaming in the moonlight. The claw drove itself 
straight at her. 


I’m going to die!! 


This thought was proven hasty an eye-blink later, when the 
blade of Reiram’s edge-rifle thrust itself into Miste’s view. The 
Adventurer’s weapon thumped against the ex-caver’s steel 
claw with enough force to shift its course by an inch, just 
enough for the razor-sharp blades to miss their intended 
target. 


Miste gasped the deepest breath she’d ever taken as the claw 
crashed against the ground next to her. A paper-thin trail of 
blood trickled down her left cheek. Miraculously, the claw had 
passed her by mere millimeters. 


Reiram dropped his rifle, and his hands drooped to his side, 
limp and twisted; the impact had broken the bones from both 
his arms. The Adventurer spoke cool and calm, showing no 
signs of agony. 


“Stupid girl. I swear, when this is over, you’re going to get it-” 


The last syllable from Reiram came out as a gurgled mess. A 
gush of maroon blood exploded from his chest along the ex- 
caver’s left claw. 


Reiram’s body turned lifeless. 


Droplets of red splashed across Miste’s face. Each drip made 
her shudder. Drop after drop, Reiram’s life essence hammered 
down on Miste’s cheeks as if drumming a message: 


Miste stared in horror as the steel claw lifted Reiram off the 
ground. The light from the skewered Adventurer’s eyes was 
engulfed by deep abyss. 


The ex-caver rose to full height, pulling its right claw from the 
dirt. A flick of the machine’s bloodstained left claw sent 
Reiram’s body flying like a used-up rag. 


The man who had saved Miste from certain demise fell to the 
ground next to her. His body remained unmoving, the dark 
puddle underneath him rapidly painting the soil with the color 
of death. 


A single frail sound broke from Miste’s lips. 
“No...” 


This word was not a declaration of disbelief, nor was it a 
command spoken out of disapproval. It was a plea, a desperate 
request for the forces of nature to make the impossible 
possible, to wind back time, to wash away today’s failures and 
turn them into a bad dream. 


Naturally, the girl’s appeal was to no avail. 


An icy gale, one that only Miste could feel, blew through her 
body, quickly turning the landscape inside her soul into a 
withered tundra. The battering gust froze her in place as she 
kept staring at Reiram, her mind growing numb by the second. 
Soon, Miste didn’t know anymore where she was, who she 
was, how long she’d been lying there, or what she should do... 


A metallic screech sounded over the dazed girl as the ex-caver 
shifted in place, preparing to finish off the helpless creature by 
its feet. Whether because of her mind sinking in a sea of 


bloodstained tar, or the slicing pain killing every muscle in her 
body, Miste didn’t react to her approaching doom. 


“Get away from her, you bipedal junkheap!!!” 


Miste was snapped out of her trance by Zeriah’s voice, backed 
up by a barrage of rocks thumping against the ex-caver’s 
plating. The girl turned her attention towards the distance. 


“Zeri...?” 


Zeriah was running past the ex-caver, throwing stones at it as 
he did. 


“Tm still standing, so come and get me! Come on!!” 


The ex-caver turned around towards the direction Zeriah was 
heading. The boy began leading the lumbering machine away 
from Miste. His voice drowned in despair. 


“Miste!! Pll handle this, so just run! Please!” 


Despite Zeriah’s plea, the girl broken in body and spirit 
remained still, resting on the cold soil next to Reiram’s lifeless 
body. Although she tried her hardest, pushing all her 
concentration towards moving her limbs, her body would not 
listen. 


Powerless, Miste plummeted inside the deepest crevice of her 
mind. Her sense of time crumbled away as arrows formed by 
her memories swirled outwards from her soul and punctured 
her heart from within. 


...Irresponsible... stupid... selfish... 
... You made me so worried... 


...People to help you out of trouble, but that won’t always 
be the case... 


...1s this the kind of Adventurer you wish to be... 
... Stupid girl, when this is over, you are going to get it... 
... Just run, please... 


Tears of unfathomable sorrow rolled down Miste’s cheeks in 
an endless stream, mixing with the dirt and blood covering her 
face. 


I didn’t mean for any of this to happen, honest... I just tried to do 
what I felt was right... I Guess it doesn’t matter anymore; no 
matter what excuses I make, this is the end... Someone like me 
doesn’t deserve to go on... 


.. Still all about you, huh? About what you deserve? And what 
about what Zeriah deserves! ? 


Suddenly, beyond the pools of tears in Miste’s eyes, there 
appeared a light, making her vision glisten with the most 
brilliant shades of azure. A glance at her right arm revealed 
that the mysterious blue alaxdrite from before had lit up 
glowing, same as earlier that day. 


Miste kept staring at the flickering light that seemed to dim 
and intensify erratically. She soon realized that the azure 
dancing was happening in sync with the beating of her own 
heart. Miste closed her eyes, and focused on the pounding 
within her chest. 


From Miste’s memories, the image of Zeriah suddenly 
surfaced; his smile and lime-green eyes greeted her invitingly, 
his hand extending towards her. 


“There’s nothing that could make me distrust you, Miste. Ill 
always believe in you... always... always...” 


The picture of Zeriah was swallowed by a dark void. Miste 
thrust her hand towards the boy while screaming 
haphazardly. 


“No! | 


She opened her eyes as the memory scattered into 
nothingness. 


It took Miste a moment to grasp that her right hand was 
extended towards the sky, with the alaxdrite on the back of 
her hand beaming its blue light down on her. 


Miste clutched her hand into a fist, her gauntlet gritting 
satisfyingly. 


I’m such an idiot! 


She crawled into a crouch, doing her best to support herself on 
the shifting dusty ground. Every single bone in her body 
ached, enough so that they might’ve as well been broken. 


Graah... Come on, show some real effort! 


Lifting herself to stand forced a growling moan out of Miste. 
She swiped her face clear of the dirt and tears clogging her 
vision. 


I made a promise to always be with you, Zeri! My dream... Our 
dream... it will come true. We will become Adventurers together. 
I won't let that dream die! 


Miste took a step towards the steel titan looming in the 
distance, and more importantly, towards the boy scurrying at 
the machine’s feet. She stopped for a moment to give the 
Adventurer resting next to her a somber glance. 


“Pm sorry, Reiram...” 


Pushing aside the guilt that fogged her mind, and the aching 
that would slow her down, Miste dashed onward. 


Nothing is over until it is truly over. As long as I’m alive, Pll keep 
on climbing back up. The only way for me to go is forward!! 


The light from the alaxdrite on Miste’s gauntlet grew brighter 
with each passing step. 


Miste got really close to the ex-caver before Zeriah noticed her 
approach. His voice cracked while trying to drive the girl 
away. 


“Don’t come!!” 
“I won’t abandon you, Zeri!” 


To Miste’s horror, her distraction caused Zeriah to fumble 
while dodging the ex-caver’s attack and trip over. The machine 
raised its right foot to squash him. Miste had only a second to 
act before Zeriah would be no more. The girl leapt in front of 
Zeriah and right underneath the several tons of steel that was 
falling down on him. 


For a fraction of an eye blink, a moment that could have very 
well been her last, Miste felt the flow of time slowing down 
and the sound of Zeriah screaming for her name turning to 
static. She flicked her right wrist to activate her gauntlet and 
thrust her arm towards the ex-caver’s colossal foot — a 
desperate effort, but the only one she could think up. 


Right then, Miste felt a surge of energy flowing through her 
right arm and towards her chest. It wrapped around her heart, 
making it beat faster, with each throb sending waves of vigor 
across her body. She grew stronger, as if her whole being was 
encased in steel. 


For Zeri, and for our dream, I will pour all my will into this. This 
is all I can do, and even if it’s the last thing Pll ever do, I’ll keep 
on following the path shown by the dance within my chest... My 
pulse!! 


The stream of energy around Miste’s heart shot back up her 
arm, and as the energy reached the gauntlet, the blue light 
from the alaxdrite core exploded into a new definition of 
bright, illuminating the whole quarry for a brief moment. 


Through the blinding flash, Miste saw something forming 
inside the alaxdrite. The energy within the blue gem was 
drawing shapes, spinning and zigzagging around, looking like 
a kettle of hot water on the verge of boiling over. Then, 
something that could only be describe as a shower of shards 
made of solid energy gushed from the gemstone. The geyser of 
paper-thin shards spun around Miste’s gauntlet as a stream, 
glistening like the streets of her hometown after a rainstorm. 
The shards began to combine, interlocking with each other, 
and finally formed a mosaic in the shape of an enormous fist. 


The ex-caver’s foot collided with the suddenly emerged shape of 
solid energy and stopped to hover above Miste’s head. To the 
girl holding her hand up high, the mass of steel felt no heavier 
than a balloon filled with air. 


The sequence of events happened so fast that Miste had no 
time to fully process any of it. She remained perfectly still 
while staring at the unbelievable sight in confusion. 


“Miste...?” 


Zeriah’s voice snapped Miste’s thoughts back on track. She felt 
hesitant to move, fearing that the miracle that had saved them 
might collapse. 


Gathering her courage once more, Miste pushed forward with 
the enormous gleaming fist of energy. The steel titan above her 
leaned backwards and was lifted off the ground gently as a 
feather. A sharp shove from Miste sent the ex-caver flying 
through the air. The mining armor made the terrain tremble 
as it slammed down with a metallic crack. 


The mass of energy around Miste’s gauntlet shattered like a 
chandelier crashing to the ground, each tiny piece crumbling 
into nothingness. The light from the mysterious blue alaxdrite 
on the back of her hand gave a final faint flicker before dying 
out. 


What on earth just happened?! 


Miste turned around to face Zeriah, who was climbing on his 
feet with a bewildered expression. 


“Are you okay, Zeri?” 


“Yea, I’m fine... You didn’t mention that your gauntlet could do 
something like that!?” 


“Uhm, yeah... It’s actually news to me too.” 


A heavy scraping sound drew the two youngsters’ attention 
towards the distance, where the ex-caver was clawing itself 
back up. 


“Tt still won’t quit!” 


Zeriah walked to Miste’s side while stretching his limbs. 


“We have to put an end to it, once and for all. What do you 
want me to do, Miste?” 


“Huh?! Me?!” 
“Whatever you just did has been the most effective attack thus 


far. Pl follow your lead, just tell me how to help.” 


Miste spent a moment scanning the ex-caver. Though the 
machine had been jerked around harshly, it seemed to be 
mostly intact. 


A small detail caught Miste’s attention. The plating on the ex- 
caver’s right ankle joint had cracked and was now hanging 
loose. Forcefully pushing down must have placed too much 
pressure on the joint; a fact that truly spoke volumes of the 
mysterious power that had come to Miste’s rescue. 


“The right foot! The plating is busted, so aim for the joint. If 
you can keep it still, PI finish it off.” 


“Got it!” 


Zeriah prepared to dash for the ex-caver. He was stopped by 
Miste clutching his hand. 


“Wait! I said Fd do it, but... Pm not sure how I did that... 
whatever it was... so... it’s possible I might not be able to do it 
again.” 


“It’s alright, I’m sure you can.” 


Zeriah released himself gently from Miste’s grip and started 
towards the ex-caver. 


“T fully trust you!” 


No matter what anxiety weighted on Miste’s soul, and no 
matter how deep her heart was covered in snow, Zeriah was 


always able to fill her with confidence. His heartbeat next to 
hers was the ultimate panacea. Miste took a deep breath and 
let all her doubts dissipate along the exhaled air before 
rushing after Zeriah. 


Seeing Zeriah running right underneath the ex-caver’s claw 
made Miste grit her teeth in suspense. She caught a glimpse of 
Zeriah’s confident smirk as he leapt out of the claw’s path with 
a twirl, just as the mass of steel drilled to the ground. 


“Hah, missed me!” 


The young swordsman reached his target with a single dashing 
step. 


Backing up his sword swing with a triumphant roar, Zeriah 
sliced at the ex-caver’s foot. The blade cut into the exposed 
hydraulics like a kitchen knife to a squash, making a thick 
splash of liquid to gush out from it. The machine fell to a 
kneeling stance as its damaged foot gave out under its massive 
weight. 


“There! Go for it, Miste!” 


Miste doubled her pace and activated her gauntlet, hoping to 
recreate the unknown phenomena from earlier. 


It has something to do with this crazy alaxdrite, that much is 
certain. But how do I control it...? Do I even...? Or was it 
somehow acting on its own? What did I do? What did I feel? 


Miste closed her eyes for a second, concentrating on the feeling 
that had swirled inside her a moment ago. 


Iwas giving it my all, I refused to give up, I wished to be strong... 
strong enough to be worthy of Zerv’s trust. 


The alaxdrite on the back of Miste’s hand flared up with azure 
light once more, and the familiar stream of energy particles 
manifested from within. Her apparent success made a thin 
smile to form on Miste’s lips. She dashed past the ex-caver’s 
claws embedded to the ground and right in front of the 
machine’s curving midriff. 


As the shards of blue energy finished forming into the shape of 
a fist - almost the size of the girl herself — Miste gathered every 
ounce of strength left in her and swung her right arm towards 
the mountain of steel before her. Following Zeriah’s example, 
Miste let out a thunderous cry while delivering a-punch-to- 
end-all-punches dead center on the ex-caver’s chest plating. 


“Take this!!” 


The impact drilled right through the mining armor and 
exploded out from its backside. A purple flash of distorted 
energy swirled towards the sky as the ex-caver’s alaxdrite 
generator blew up. 


Miste kept pushing forward with her energy-augmented 
knuckles, sending the trashed-up machine to fly backwards, 
tumbling and bouncing off the ground like a flat rock skipping 
across the surface of a lake. 


The ex-caver crashed against the quarry’s wall, concealing 
itself inside a veil of dust. Purple sparks exploded towards the 
heavens like from an upside-down thundercloud. After 
fidgeting for a moment, the steel titan ceased moving, and the 
flashing sparks died out with it. 


For the first time in a long while, the quarry fell completely 
silent. 


The energy construct around Miste’s right hand dissipated. All 
of the built-up tension inside her melted away. In its place, 
however, the crippling physical pain all over her body lifted its 
ugly head, biting ravenously at her. Miste’s feet turned into 
mush. With no more strength left to fight, she tipped towards 
the inviting embrace of the soil. Just before smacking face first 
to the ground, she was caught by Zeriah. The boy cradled the 
exhausted girl against his lap. 


“You did it, Miste. You saved us!” 
“No, it’s you who saved me...” 


Zeriah looked puzzled while listening to Miste’s quivering 
words. His strong arms tightened their grip around her. 


“Pm sorry, Zeri. I almost gave up, but thinking of you gave me 
strength. I just couldn’t leave you. I couldn’t let you end up like 
Reiram...” 


Zeriah pulled Miste close and hugged her firmly. 
“Its not your fault.” 


“Yes, it is! If I had just listened to you, none of this would’ve 
happened. I’m so sorry...” 


Miste had no strength left to cry — or perhaps Zeriah’s presence 
was giving her just enough strength not to cry — all she knew 
was that she didn’t want Zeriah to ever let go of her. 


Something in the distance caught Zeriah’s attention. He 
motioned Miste to look. 


“What is that?” 


Miste turned her gaze towards Reiram, whose body laid 
farther away. The cold and silent air around the Adventurer 


was filled with silvery mist, dancing like a swarm of extremely 
small fireflies. 


The two youngsters stared intently at the strange phenomena 
as it began to form into a silhouette of a person next to Reiram. 
The outline sharpened slowly as the luminous dust gathered, 
and suddenly lit up like a newborn star. The blinding light 
vanished a moment later to reveal the image of a mysterious 
woman standing over Reiram. 


Her impossibly glossy and luscious hair flowed over her 
shoulders, the tips of her locks curling slightly over her navel. 
Her garment consisted of innumerable diamond-like 
fragments which fluttered and changed their color as the lady 
took steps around Reiram’s body, examining it with an 
ethereal expression. The same luminous mist from which she 
had emerged from sprinkled the air in her wake. Her face 
looked somewhat alien, otherworldly, the silvery hue of her 
eyes almost merging together with the lightness of her skin. 


The woman turned to face Miste and Zeriah and gave them a 
gentle smile before kneeling down next to Reiram. She let out a 
chiming giggle, addressing the man nonchalantly, as one 
would speak to someone taking a prolonged nap. 


“Now, Reiram, how long are you planning on resting? Can’t 
you see how much worry you're causing?” 


Reiram opened his eyes and sat up, staring at the mystical 
woman. 


Miste gasped so hard that she almost burst her lungs. The 
sudden surge of emotions — a cocktail of doubt, relief, and joy — 
would’ve probably made her fall over, were she not already 
held firmly by Zeriah. 


Without a sound, Reiram stood up and grabbed his hat off the 
ground, whipping its floppy brim free of dust. After scanning 
around for a moment, all the while flexing his limbs with 
audible crunching, Reiram picked up his edge-rifle that had 
flown farther away. He started to make his leave, exposing the 
backside of his trench coat. The gaping hole on the coat - made 
by the ex-caver’s claw — revealed that Reiram’s torso had been 
fully healed. Furthermore, there was no blood anywhere, on 
his clothes nor the ground, whatsoever. 


Miste was about to call for Reiram, but Zeriah beat her to it, 
bellowing loud enough to make the entire quarry echo. 


“Where the hell do you think you’re going?!! What in the name 
of sanity is going on here?!! You get back here right now and 
spill all that you know, you hear me?!!” 


Reiram kept on going, paying Zeriah no mind. The mysterious 
woman skipped beside the man while grinning slyly. 


“Come now, don’t be like that. Show some sympathy, just look 
at how out of the loop those kids are.” 


Reiram stopped to glance back at the youths. 
“T suggest that you forget everything you’ve seen tonight.” 


And on that note, Reiram dashed for the quarry’s curving wall. 
The enigmatic woman remained still, her form shattering like 
a glass painting, with each of the fragments further crumbling 
into nothingness. 


Reiram boosted himself by jumping against a nearby container 
and skipped up with impressive agility. After landing on top of 
the quarry’s wall, Reiram disappeared into the night. 


Zeriah grunted in frustration. If not for the fact that he was 
more concerned about Miste’s wellbeing than getting answers, 
he would’ve chased after Reiram. 


“That guy is a jerk with a capital-J! Are you alright, Miste?” 


“Pm fine. This is all just so crazy... ’m not entirely sure how to 
feel.” 


“Relaxed, maybe? It’s over now.” 

“Yeah, I guess so... at least for the time being.” 
Zeriah stood up with Miste in his arms. 

“Let’s go.” 

“Ah, wait... I don’t... I don’t want to be a burden...” 
“Can you walk?” 

“Honestly... I am feeling kinda woozy.” 

“Well then, l'm carrying you, simple as that.” 
Miste curled up tighter against Zeriah. 

“Thanks.” 


Zeriah was right, the night’s emotional and physical tossing 
had come to an end. By a constant sequence of miracles, and 
their united strength, Miste and Zeriah had survived this trial. 


Miste enjoyed Zeriah’s heartbeat dancing in sync with her 
own. For the first time in a while, the pulsing inside Miste let 
up its forceful hammering and settled on bouncing merrily 
instead. 


“I’m so happy.” 
“Huh?” 


“It feels so good being like this. With you I truly feel like I can 
take on anything.” 


Zeriah flashed a somewhat surprised grin. 
“You know what, I feel exactly the same.” 


Miste took a somber glance at the ex-caver, now reduced to a 
trashed wreck. 


“Farewell old friend, I know you didn’t mean any harm. Bah, 
now it really is just a hunk o’ junk!” 


“Wow, for a second there, you sounded eerily like Coal...” 


At that moment, the same thought hit Zeriah and Miste. The 
couple hurried towards Coal’s trailer. 
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To the youngsters’ great delight, they found Coal loitering close 
to his crude living quarters. He seemed disoriented, struggling 
to stand; he had most likely just woken up. 


As Zeriah got closer to the trailer, Miste whispered to him: 
“Let me down, I want Coal to know that I’m okay.” 
“You got it.” 


Zeriah dropped Miste gently on her feet. He led the wobbling 
girl towards the trailer apartment while letting her rest against 
his shoulder. 


Miste waved at Coal, trying her best to sound energetic. 


“Hey! How are you feeling? We were really worried about 
you!” 


Coal lifted his gaze towards the arriving youths. 


“M-Miste? Zeriah? That you? Sorry, the ol’ noggin’s feeling a 
bit... heavy.” 


Coal spent a moment eyeing the two youngsters. Once he 
realized their battle-weary condition, his focus sharpened. The 
man slumped to a crouch next to his trailer apartment and lit 
up a cigarette. Through the first puff of smoke Coal grumbled: 


“I guess one would normally start by saying You’ll never believe 
what happened, but seeing the way you two look, makes me 
think you already know. You saw that hooded freak, right? 
Bastard caught me totally off guard, damn it.” 


Zeriah answered reassuringly. 
“Yeah, we managed to chase him away.” 


Coal fell silent for a while, his eyes juddering and squinting. 
Something was bubbling inside the man. After another puff of 
smoke, Coal turned his gaze to Miste, his eyes sliding up and 
down her frame. 


“You look like hell.” 


Miste wiped her face haphazardly while tucking strands of 
loose hair behind her ear. 


“T-I’m fine, don’t worry.” 


Miste hadn’t even considered how she might look — Zeriah 
hadn’t said anything — though all things considered, it would 
be uncanny of her to be looking her best. 


Coal shook his head. 


“Sorry, that came out wrong. Seems to be the way this old goat 
baas, right? I’m just glad you two are okay.” 


Miste and Zeriah shared a confused look. Coal sunk back into 
silence, surrounding himself within a cloak of smoke. The 
man’s face betrayed no thoughts, his posture a textbook 
example of expressionless. 


Miste coughed gently to draw the man’s attention. 


“Um, Coal? About today... I wanted to say that Pm really sorry 
for worrying you, so-” 


Before Miste could continue, Coal lifted his hand in a stopping 
motion. He shook his palm, creating wavering lines of smoke 
with the cigarette between his fingers. 


“No need for that. If there’s something I dislike more than 
anything, it’s unnecessary apologies, they feel so awkward.” 


“I guess So...” 


Coal’s expression darkened — his eyes gleaming through the 
smoke. 


“And besides, I’m the one who owes an apology. You two were 
out there risking your lives, meanwhile I sit here on my ass 
being useless. I’m the one who should be defending this place.” 


“That’s crazy, it’s not your fault! How could you have known?” 
Zeriah butted in, taking a condescending glance at Coal. 


“Not to mention you wouldn’t have been in any condition to 
help anyway.” 

“Tch, all the more reasons to be sorry then. I’m sorry for 
failing you both.” 


Miste felt a nasty chill slithering through her body. 


Was that how I was thinking a moment ago? 


She hated the way Coal looked; his depressed and beaten-up 
appearance suffocating inside the thick smoke around him. 
Although Miste understood perfectly how Coal was feeling, she 
was unsure what to tell him. What words to heal with? 


Miste remembered the expression Sasha had while treating 
her wounds after the cave-in. Channeling that firm yet 
motherly tone as best as she could, Miste spoke to Coal with a 
smile. 


“You are acting pretty awkward right now. Apology accepted, 
so just do better next time, a’ight.” 


Coal turned to Miste, surprised. After drilling the girl’s eyes for 
a moment, the man began ruffling his jet-black hair furiously 
while shrieking in frustration. 


“Graah, would you look at me, acting all pathetic an’ all. Sure 
thing, tomorrow’s a new day!” 


Miste felt pleased with herself after seeing Coal’s expression 
lighten up. She had guessed right: laying things down straight — 
hold the sugar — was the way to handle Coal. 


Coal took a deep taste of his toxic pastime, sighing out a long 
stream of smoke. 


“So, jumping from one thing to another, did you find out what 
that hooded spark-fist was after?” 


The youngsters gave Coal an abridged description of the 
night’s events. Having a similar train of thought, both of them 
neglected to mention anything about Miste’s weird blue 
alaxdrite, or the mysterious woman they had seen with 
Reiram, reforming the story to fit the missing pieces. 


Satisfied with the report, Coal stubbed his cigarette on the 
ground and stretched himself to stand. 


“Why don’t we continue this chat another time? Whatever 
crap is going on here, we’ll get to the bottom of it. It’s truly a 
miracle that you two are still in one piece. Go get some rest. 
Suffice to say, I don’t expect either of you to show up to work 
tomorrow.” 


Coal’s gaze fixated on Miste. 

“And that’s an order, got it?” 

Miste responded with a discreet nod. 

“Good. Now, what are you still standing there for? Go!” 


Zeriah scooped Miste back into his arms, making her yelp from 
surprise. The boy carried Miste away. 


“We'll be just fine, Coal! Now, don’t go choking on one of those 
miniature bonfires of yours while we’re gone!” 


“Hah, funny.” 
Zeriah dashed for the quarry’s exit with Miste in his arms. 
“You thinking the same as I am, Zeri?” 


“About getting to the bottom of this crap? Absolutely! That 
Reiram guy is the key to all the answers. We’re going to hunt 
him down, right?” 


An exited smile spread on Miste’s face. At the moment, all of 
her other drives had stepped down, leaving behind only the 
lingering sense of curiosity. She wanted to know, no, she 
needed to find the answers to this mystery. 


“Exactly! And I have a pretty good hunch on where to find 
him...” 


VERSE #3: APPOINTMENT WITH ANSWERS 


The passing night had been the craziest one of Zeriah’s entire 
life — not that it was over yet by a long shot. 


Sitting at the porch of his family villa, while waiting for Miste 
to be done dusting herself up, gave the young swordsman time 
to reflect on all that had happened - about what he knew, and 
about what made no sense. Miste had brought Zeriah up to 
speed on her experiences after the cave-in at tunnel #7. To 
Zeriah, the fact that the mysterious blue alaxdrite Miste had 
scooped up had ended up rescuing them both was unsettling, 
to say the least. He was eager for some answers. The only thing 
keeping him calm and collected right now was the promise 
that the random puzzle pieces would soon be getting context. 


Miste appeared from inside the house, wiping her neck with a 
cloth. 


“All done!” 


The quick bath had done wonders to Miste. Her hair rested on 
her shoulders, curling slightly from moisture. It was rare for 
the girl’s orangish locks to be hanging all free and natural like 
this. The dew drops on her face glistened in the moonlight, 
giving her peculiar pair of blue and purple eyes a striking 
framing. 


The fresh bandaging on her forehead, pure as snow, was the 
only remaining clue about the hardships of the day. 


Deep inside Miste’s sharply dyed eyes, there was a spark which 
Zeriah could read from her anytime. Her excitement was 
overflowing, same as when she would ramble on about 


alaxtech, or apples, or whatever. The contrast between all the 
sorrow and adversities faced along the day and Miste’s current 
spritely enthusiasm was like witnessing a flower wilting away 
before it suddenly regained the strength to blossom anew. It 
was rather inspiring. 


Zeriah indulged himself awhile, taking in all of Miste’s beauty. 


“Hm? Whatcha looking at, Zeri? Is there still something on my 
face?” 


“Huh? Uh... No. You look great!” 
Miste sat down next to Zeriah, sighing refreshed. 


“Man, the amount of dust I had crept up all over... it was just 
zany! Thanks for letting me soak for a while.” 


“No prob. I think that after all the zaniness today, you totally 
deserve a bit of time to unwind. Should we get going now?” 


“Boo... I just got comfortable...” 
“What, you saying you ain’t dying to find out what’s going on?” 


“No... I mean yes, of course I am. I just feel a bit drained, that’s 
all.” 


Zeriah slid his arms gently under Miste’s legs, around her 
shoulders, and hoisted her up. 


“Easy fix for that.” 


“Gaah! I didn’t mean you have to carry me or anything! It’s 
starting to get a little embarrassing.” 


“Have to? It’s a pleasure! My arms are always at your service.” 


The teasing grin flavoring Zeriah’s response lifted a flicker of 
red on Miste’s face. She gave her cheek a rub, smiling thinly. 


“Jeez... Alright, if you insist.” 


Zeriah was happy to oblige. With Miste in his arms, the boy 
dashed towards the town. He could feel the day’s struggles 
weighing down on him. All the fighting, along the emotional 
rollercoaster, had sapped most of his strength. Despite his 
weariness, he wasn’t about to give in. Holding Miste close 
supplied him with a never-ending source of vigor, a 
phenomenon that he couldn’t completely rationalize. One 
thing between them had always been certain: Zeriah would 
always be there for Miste, just as she was there for him. 
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Reiram was clearly not a person to willingly cooperate, but 
unfortunately for him, he would be left with no choice. Zeriah 
and Miste weren’t about to leave things unresolved. 


“Forget everything that you’ve seen tonight”, he said... Yeah, as 
if! Either he’s a total moron, or the most arrogant person I’ve 
ever met! 


Reiram had fled towards Akrelion, that was their only clue. If 
the Adventurer was planning on staying the night in town, the 
only logical place to look would be the local inn. The 
establishment resided near the town square, across the street 
from Berryjam’s bakery. 


Sounds of merrymaking carried far and wide from the 
sleeping town’s last light source as townsfolk flocked in and 
out the tavern’s invitingly open door. A sign above the 
entrance, promoting Byron’s Bar & Inn, squeaked softly in the 
cool breeze. 


The shift between the fresh summer air outside and the thick 
stench of liquor mixed with the distinct odor of- for lack ofa 


nicer term —- vintage furnishing was intense as the two 
youngsters stepped inside the fully packed tavern. Breathing in 
the stale air while muddled shouts and yelps bombarded 
Zeriah’s ears from all sides made him wince from nausea. 


“T’ll go ask if anyone’s seen Reiram. You wait here, Zeri?” 
“Sure.” 


Miste marched through the crowded room and for the counter 
where old man Byron was rinsing a row of glasses, leaving 
Zeriah to lounge near the entrance, a fact that suited him fine. 
He didn’t feel like spending any more time surrounded by the 
sickening wall of grunts, cackles and half-formed thoughts 
than was absolutely necessary. 


Suddenly, a festive howl pierced all other the noise, coming 
from the corner closest to Zeriah; a cheery, dark voice of a 
woman whom Zeriah would recognize anywhere. Sasha was 
surrounded by other familiar faces from the mines. The 
woman was sitting cross-legged, poised, with a warm smirk 
resting on her lips, as she often tended to do. Cozo, the blazing- 
red swallowpecker on Sasha’s shoulder, was focused on 
grooming its feathers, caring little about all the commotion 
around it. 


With a quick flick of her wrist, Sasha downed a shot glass full 
of amber liquor — no doubt hazel-whiskey from Ahcornia, her 
favorite. She placed the glass on top of a neat pile of its kin. 


“Wooh, there!! That’s eleven! And you guys said I couldn’t do it 
— how do you fancy me now!?” 


Amidst gathering an array of admiring laughs and whistles 
from her buddies, the woman suddenly noticed Zeriah 
loitering by the bar’s entrance. 


“Zeriah, is that you?” 


Zeriah would’ve preferred not to get any more people 
involved; explaining the situation at the moment would be 
bothersome, considering how little he and Miste knew 
themselves. 


“Hey there, Sasha, everyone...” 


Zeriah’s greeting was replied via cheery lifts of goblets and 
nods to join the group. Sasha got up from her seat and strutted 
to meet the boy with a couple of bouncy steps. The woman 
slammed her right hand on Zeriah’s shoulder whilst chuckling 
playfully. 


“Hmhmhm, well, this here is a rarity if I ever saw one. Thirsty, 
I reckon? Come sit with us, Pll buy you a round.” 


“I, uhm...” 
“Hmhmhm, oh, there’s no need to be coy.” 


Sasha was almost a head taller than Zeriah. Swaying her hips 
slightly to the side, the woman lowered her gaze to meet 
Zeriah’s eyes directly, all the while exposing the generous 
neckline of her blouse for him to see. 


“You know, Zeriah, when a lady — such as the one your eyes 
are feasting on - offers you a drink, it’s just common courtesy 
to accept. Besides, it’s perfectly healthy for a boy of your age to 
gather... experiences.” 


“I don’t... ah... I mean...” 


A rippling snicker broke through Sasha’s sweet smile, quickly 
turning into booming laughter. The woman gave Zeriah’s 
cheek a pinch. 


“Hehehe! Baw, you are adorable - I’m just teasing you!” 
“Haha, yeah... of course.” 


Zeriah figured that right now he must’ve looked just as red as 
the bird on Sasha’s shoulder. 


Cozo gave its mistress an alarming chirp before fluttering 
towards the bar counter. The bird landed on Miste’s shoulder. 
Surprised, and delighted, by Cozo’s sudden appearance, the 
girl turned around to wave at Sasha and Zeriah on the other 
side of the room. After returning Miste’s handwave, Sasha’s 
expression grew more serious. 


“So, what’s going on? Something has happened, let’s hear it.” 


Sasha had always been quick on the uptake, few things got 
past her unnoticed. 


That many drinks in her system and she’s still sharp as a knife?! 
It’s no wonder she’s Coal’s right-hand lady. 


“It’s a fairly long story, not to mention confusing...” 
“Okay...? Well, we’re in no hurry here.” 


Cozo zoomed back to Sasha’s shoulder. Miste arrived at the 
scene soon after. 


“Hi, Sasha!” 
“Hello, love. How are you feelin’?” 
“Much better already, thanks.” 


Miste sought out Zeriah’s gaze. Her fiery pools of color were 
sparking with excitement. 


“Zeri, we’re in luck! Byron just rented a room for a Strange- 
looking-bloke-in-a-long-coat. That’s gotta be Reiram!” 


Sasha remained silent, though Zeriah could easily imagine a 
flock of question marks popping over the woman’s head. 


“Sorry, Sasha, but could you give us a teensy-tiny moment? 
There’re some answers to be had, and it would be more 
effective to go over everything afterwards in one go.” 


Sasha’s gaze darted between Zeriah, Miste and the staircase 
next to the bar counter which led to the upper floors. 


“Hmm... fine. As long as everything’s okay.” 
“All’s good, don’t worry.” 


Zeriah was making his leave towards the stairs when Miste 
abruptly grabbed him by the hand. 


“Wait, just a moment!” 


The girl took shy glimpses at Sasha’s stern face while fidgeting 
nervously. 


“Um, I was thinking... and I don’t want you to freak out, Sasha, 
because everything’s fine, but... could you perhaps send 
someone to check up on Coal? There was this incident, you 
see... and Coal hit his head pretty badly... and again, 
everything is fine, he was on his feet the last we saw him, but 
I’m still a bit worried, so... please?” 


In the span of a second, every conceivable emotion flashed 
across Sasha’s face — finally settling at accepting frown. She let 
out a long sigh. 


“Very well, PI see to it. Pl be waiting right here when you get 
back, and by then... I expect a full explanation, got it?” 


Miste gave the lady a quick yet tight hug. 


“Thanks, Sasha. You’re the best!” 


Zeriah had always liked Sasha; she wasn’t one to fuss over 
every little detail, instead opting to trust the judgement of her 
friends. 


“We appreciate it.” 


“Yeah, yeah. Go do whatever it was you came for, and do be 
careful, a’ight?” 


“Don’t worry, we got this!” 
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The pair of youths ascended the bar’s spiraling staircase into a 
short corridor, leaving all the noise downstairs to sound as 
muffled rumbling beneath their feet. 


“It should be the first door on the left.” 
“Got it!” 
Zeriah gave the door three sharp bangs. 


“Hey, jerk face! It’s us, Zeriah and Miste, y'know, the guys you 
left hanging back at the quarry! We know you're in there, so 
hurry and open up!” 


“A little brash, don’t you think...?” 

“He’s the one wasting our time in the first place!” 

The door creaked open narrowly to reveal Reiram’s face. 
“How did you find me?” 

“Well, this is the town’s only inn, dumbass! Now let us in!” 
Miste was quick to interject. 


“Please?” 


An irritated sigh escaped Reiram’s lips as he flung the door 
open and motioned for the youngsters to enter. While passing 
him by, the pair got their first good look at Reiram. It had been 
impossible to tell earlier — with the high collar of his coat and 
low-angled brim of his hat — but at closer inspection, the 
Adventurer seemed rather young, shockingly so. His cheeks 
were cleanly shaven, leaving the tip of his chin with a small 
tuft of well-kempt beard. His sharp nose and sky-blue eyes 
complemented his flowing, dawn-yellow hair that reached just 
below his shoulders, giving him a regal look. 


Judging by Reiram’s rough voice alone, Zeriah could’ve sworn 
the man was at least in his late forties. Now, after his face had 
been revealed, Zeriah wasn’t entirely sure if Reiram had even 
reached his thirties. 


Reiram shut the door behind the youths. He walked to the 
other end of the compact bedroom and seated himself on a 
chair between a small table and a bed. Without a word, he 
picked up his trench coat from the bed and began stitching the 
attire’s torn backside. A moment of silence fell as Miste and 
Zeriah watched the re-revealed Adventurer concentrate on his 
work. 


“So... are you two just going to stand there, or...?” 


“Tch, don’t get cute —- you know why we’re here! We gota 
mountain of questions piled up and we’re sure you got the 
answers.” 


“Fine, shoot.” 
Reiram’s sudden compliant tone irritated Zeriah to no end. 


“Alright, let’s start with the obvious! How on earth are you 
sitting there? I... I saw you get skewered!” 


While he presented his inquiry, Zeriah sensed Miste shudder 
slightly next to him. 


Reiram did not react to the question in any noticeable way, 
keeping with his sewing. 


“Hear that? They want to know why I’m still alive.” 


At first, the comment seemed to be aimed at no one in 
particular. Soon though, the same cloud of silvery dust that 
Zeriah and Miste had witnessed at the mines appeared beside 
Reiram. The mysterious woman from before emerged from the 
dust in her iridescent garb. 


“Hello! How nice of you to take the time to meet us once 
more.” 


The warmth in the woman’s smile was exuberant. She offered 
the youths a bow. 


Reiram held his gaze squarely on his sewing as he spoke. 


“I bet you bumpkins have already pieced it together, but in any 
case... Meet Freyja. She is my astra.” 


Zeriah and Miste were frozen in place. 
Astra. 


One simple word that in itself didn’t mean much, but given the 
context was enough to send the two youngsters down a spiral 
inside their minds - filled with questions, doubt, confusion, 
awe, and even more questions. Everything they’d seen that 
night started to make sense, in retrospect it even felt obvious. 
Although, in the process of understanding, the two simple 
miners from a small town in the kingdom’s distant corner had 
their worldview going through a complete overhaul. 


Miste was the first to collect her composure enough to speak. 


“You... are an Astral Bearer? So, it’s all true!? The stories... 
About the spirits gifting mortal folk with powers... About all 
the heroics and battles?!” 


If Miste’s eyes had gotten any wider they would’ve popped 
right out of their sockets. 


The mysterious woman, whom Reiram had identified as 
Freyja, let out a soft giggle, waving her hand dismissively. 


“Tee-he-he! Most of the tales are exaggerated.” 


In the past, Zeriah had glanced at a few scriptures written on 
the subject of astra. Nothing more than children’s bedtime 
stories and speculative research papers. Many of the ones he 
remembered were collected on Miste’s bookshelf. 


Often times, the spirits known as astra, along the gifts of 
strength they were capable of bestowing, were described 
extremely vaguely and as absurdly powerful, possessing 
enough might to allow a single champion of their choosing, 
known as an Astral Bearer, to decimate entire armies and 
crumble kingdoms. The key word here was absurd. 


The pieces to the puzzle were finally falling into place in 
Zeriah’s mind, although at the same time, he couldn’t shake off 
the feeling that the revelation would end up bringing even 
more trouble to him and Miste. 


Zeriah kept his focus nailed on the lady astra. 


“So, Freyja, I assume that you healed Reiram’s wounds? That’s 
quite the ability, being able to clean up after a mess like that.” 


Freyja shook her head. 


“No need to pile praise on lil ol me. I have merely gifted 
Reiram with the ability. The power is his to use.” 


Miste took a step forward from Zeriah’s side. 


“But I saw you go... You were dead! I’m sure of it. And yet, 
you're here... Does that mean you are... immortal?!” 


Reiram gave Miste an almost unnoticeable glance from the 
corner of his eye. 


“Correct.” 


At that moment, the image of Reiram in Zeriah’s head shifted 
once more. Up till now, the gun-slinging, blade-wielding, 
hermit of an Adventurer with a serious dissonance between 
his youngish appearance and growly voice had been an 
enigma — but now he was an enigma gifted with powers that 
most people would give anything to possess. 


An undying body...? It wouldn’t be a stretch to assume that his 
body doesn’t age either. So, in theory, Reiram could be older 
than anyone currently alive! What does someone like him want 
with the Guild of Adventurers? I don’t think he can be fully 
trusted... 


“That’s awesome!!!” 


Miste’s bark was loud enough that even the people downstairs 
probably heard it. 


“An immortal Adventurer!? How sweet is that!? Wow! All the 
things you must’ve seen... You must be like a legend at the 
Guild! Oh, I can just picture it; generations of Adventurers 
sharing stories about Reiram the Great!” 


Freyja burst into uncontrollable laughter. 


Reiram gave Miste a baffled glare, like he’d just heard the 
single dumbest thing in the history of ever. 


Zeriah couldn’t help but stand in wonder of Miste’s completely 
opposite take on the matter compared to his worries. The girl’s 
carefreeness made him smile a little. 


Freyja threw her hands over Reiram’s shoulders, smirking 
playfully. 


“You are great indeed, Reiram.” 
“Can it, you spectral harpy.” 
“Meany! Tee-he-he!” 


Reiram swatted the air around him dourly, driving the giggling 
astra away. His expression grew vigilant all of a sudden. 


“Hold on - now I’m a little confused... You kids act like you’ve 
never seen an astra before...” 


Reiram focused his attention on Miste. 
“But isn’t the little missy also an Astral Bearer?” 


Zeriah turned to scan Miste. The girl looked back at him 
flustered. 


“Wh-What?! No! Zeri, I would’ve told you; you know that. ’m 
not an Astral Bearer... Am I?” 


The pair of youths kept staring at each other for a brief set of 
seconds. Then, reaching the same conclusion, both of them 
exclaimed in unison. 

“The alaxdrite!!” 
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Reiram and Freyja listened intently as Miste gave a brief 
explanation about all she knew pertaining to the perplexing 
piece of alaxdrite. 


“..So yeah, that’s about it. I have no clue what exactly is up 
with this gem. But I assure you, I’m not an Astral Bearer.” 


Miste wore her gauntlet on her right arm, holding the blue 
alaxdrite in the view of everyone in the room. She stared at the 
gemstone on the back of her hand, focusing. With a flash of 
azure, the phenomenon from before repeated, and a stream of 
concentrated energy formed around the gauntlet. Like 
previously, the mass of energy molded itself into the shape of a 
hand, albeit more compact in size than before. 


“I mean... you really are the first astra I’ve ever met, Miss 
Freyja. How can I be an Astral Bearer if I haven’t even had the 
chance to form a pact with an astra? I’m telling you, it’s this 
wacky alaxdrite doing it!” 


Reiram shifted his attention to his partner. There was a sense 
of nervousness and puzzlement on the lady astra’s face. 


“Freyja?” 


“Sorry, Pm rather bewildered. I’ve never seen anything like 
this before...” 


“But...?” 
Freyja held silent for a moment. 


“I recognize that ability, ’ve witnessed it before. The power 
to create constructs out of pure energy belonged to an astra 
called Yggdrazil.” 


And thus, yet another piece of the mystery slotted into its place 
— at least sort of. 


Miste’s gaze drilled against the blue alaxdrite. 


“Ygedrazil...? Wait! Are you trying to tell me that there’s an 
astra stuck inside this alaxdrite or something?!” 


“Given all that we know, I can’t think of any other 
explanation.” 


“But how!?” 
“T really do not know, I wish I did, I’m sorry.” 
“But... but... ah, I guess it can’t be helped...” 


Miste slumped quiet. The energy around her gauntlet 
dissipated. 


Zeriah felt bad for Miste. Curiosity was one of Miste’s driving 
instincts, so this kind of dead end must’ve been killing her. 


“Chin up, no use worrying over it.” 


Zeriah patted Miste gently on the shoulder, receiving a 
subdued smile in return. 


“Reiram. It seems fairly obvious, but Pll ask anyway just to be 
sure — is that hooded guy you’re chasing an Astral Bearer too?” 


As the questioning shifted once again towards Reiram, the 
man sighed heavily, returning his attention back to his sewing. 


“Pm almost one hundred percent certain of it. Either that, or 
he has some seriously advanced technology on his side.” 


“And you really have no clue about what he’s after?” 
“Beats me.” 


“Pm surprised that the Knights of Minerva aren’t working ona 
case like this.” 


“Who’s saying that they aren’t?” 


“Tch, well, Pm sure the Knights can handle it on their own just 
fine.” 


“Correct me if ’m wrong, but I failed to notice any of our fair 
knights running to your rescue tonight.” 


“What are you implying!?” 


“It is good to have faith in the authorities. But let me ask you 
this...” 


Reiram stopped working on his coat to deliver a piercing stare 
at Zeriah. 


“...Do you believe for a moment that either you or your 
girlfriend would be standing here right now without a 
generous quirk of fate?” 


A shiver rattled Zeriah’s spine. The boy clenched his hands 
into fists while biting his teeth in frustration. Reiram was 
absolutely right. As much as Zeriah hated to admit it, he had 
been powerless in the face of tonight’s adversities, a fact that 
made him feel utterly useless. 


I let Miste down! I should’ve been the one to keep her safe! 
Reiram kept stabbing Zeriah with his gaze. 


“You two country bumpkins are lucky, I’ll give you that, but 
you shouldn’t push it. Be grateful for the luck coming your 
way. I’ll tell you once again — forget everything that you’ve 
seen tonight and continue with your peaceful lives.” 


Freyja stepped forth. 


“Now, now, no need to get snappy, Reiram. I’m sorry, don’t 
mind him, he’s just being cranky because of his coat.” 


“I am not being cranky. I’m simply growing weary of this 
conversation. The kids have their answers, so now would be 
an excellent time to bow out and let the grownups handle the 
rest.” 


“No! fa 
Miste stomped down hard with her foot. 


“We are alive because we fought together, luck had nothing to 
do with it! Zeri and I will never back down, even if there is a 
little danger! We already promised that long ago when we 
decided to become Adventurers!” 


“Miste...” 

Miste’s enthusiasm helped ease Zeriah’s frustration. 
Thank you, Miste. I promise to do better next time! 
Reiram raised an eyebrow mockingly. 

“Wait... Adventurers? You two!?” 


“Surprised? That’s right — Zeri and I will be applying to Hex 
Nova at this year’s trial!” 


Miste pounded her chest pompously. 


“I’m telling you, Zeri here is an awesome swordsman. I’m sure 
the Guild will be happy to have him.” 


Miste’s praise lifted a grin on Zeriah’s face. 


“And Miste is by far the most talented alaxtech mechanic I 
know. There’s magic in her hands.” 


Reiram didn’t seem that enthusiastic about the two youngsters’ 
mutual fawning over each other. 


“Good for you. Although, ambition and potential alone don’t 
necessarily equal results.” 


Zeriah crossed his arms while throwing a sly glare at Reiram. 
“Don’t you worry about us. Just cheer us on, senior.” 


There was a visible shudder on Reiram’s face upon hearing the 
word senior. This made Zeriah smile on the inside. 


The boy started for the bedroom door. 

“Hmpf, I guess we got all the answers we’re gonna get. Come 
on, Miste, let’s get going.” 

“Yeah... just one thing first...” 

Miste was quiet for a second, piecing her thoughts together. 
“Reiram, I...” 

She dropped into a deep bow. 


“I’m really sorry for causing you trouble, and I’m really, really 
grateful to you for rescuing me!” 


Although Miste was shouting, her voice sounded frail. 
Thinking over the day’s events, Zeriah understood her feelings 
perfectly. 


“If something were to happen to you because of me, I’d never 
forgive myself” — that’s what Miste told me. Immortal or not, in 
essence, Miste was forced to watch Reiram die. It must’ve been 
devastating for her. 


Truthfully, Zeriah had quickly grown to dislike Reiram. The 
elder Adventurer was too cool, too distant, too pleased with 
himself for Zeriah’s taste. However, Zeriah couldn’t deny the 
fact that Reiram had saved Miste’s life, for which he would be 
forever indebted to him. 


“Don’t waste your time groveling, Miste. I bet Reiram wouldn’t 
have risked his life if he weren’t immortal.” 


Reiram burst out with a dry snigger. The first legitimate sign of 
amusement shown by the man sounded eerily wrong. 


“You're right, I wouldn’t have.” 
Miste lifted herself up from her bow, a tad flustered. 
“Well, uh... thanks anyway... I think?” 


Freyja drilled her partner with a disapproving glare, which 
Reiram pretended not to notice. 


Miste cleared her throat shyly to catch Reiram’s attention. 


“If I can ask, um... Where will you and Freyja be heading 
next?” 


“Hmm... Our hooded acquaintance has been rather thorough; 
he’s already gone through most of the northern province’s 
mines. The only place of note left would be the mine in 
Powderberg.” 


Miste sunk into her thoughts. For a moment, it seemed to 
Zeriah like the girl had been frozen in time as she stood 
perfectly motionless and deadly silent. Then, her lips began 
dancing happily, curling up into a wide grin. Her eyes lit up 
like stars. Zeriah felt like staring at Miste’s eyes for too long 
would cause him to get sunburned. 


The look on Miste’s face was familiar to Zeriah. Something was 
bubbling inside her; an idea, most likely a big one. The last 
time Zeriah had seen Miste wearing this face was when the girl 
had just come up with the idea for her newest invention. 


Miste grabbed both of Zeriah’s hands. 


“I just had the most amazing idea, Zeri!!” 
“I can see that.” 


“I was thinking, since we are going to be on our way to the 
capital soon anyway... Why don’t we leave a bit sooner and 
stop by Powderberg on the way there!” 


“What?!” 


The combined what coming from both Zeriah and Reiram 
prompted Miste to go into a hyperactive ramble. 


“Y’know, I’ve always wanted to visit the city, like always, I 
mean, it is basically the cradle of all alaxtech after all, and this 
weird alaxdrite, well, I guess I should call it, I mean him, 
Ygedrazil, anyways, who knows more about alaxdrite than the 
people who study them on a daily basis, namely the folks at 
Powderberg, right!? We’re bound to find more answers there, 
right!? Right!?” 


“Slow down, Miste.” 
“Sorry, I’m just...” 
Miste took a single huge breath. 


“Pm just so excited! Everything’s happening so fast. The astra 
— they are totally real! And what’s more, I’m holding one right 
here in my hand! This is crazy! Ahh! My heart is pounding like 
crazy —I feel like if I don’t do something to ease it soon, it’s 
going to burst!” 


Miste brought Zeriah’s hand against her chest. 
“Can you feel it, Zeri?” 


“T think even the people outside can feel it.” 


“The world... it’s suddenly gotten even more interesting, don’t 
you think? I want to learn everything about it! But...” 


Miste peered deep inside Zeriah’s eyes. For a beautiful 
moment, Zeriah felt everything around him melting away, 
leaving only the glimmering dance of blue and purple. 


“..1 couldn’t even dream of exploring the world if you weren’t 
there to share it with me... Please, Zeri.” 


“Let’s do it.” 

“Really! >?” 

“Sure, why not. There’s no time like the present, right?” 

A loud cough from Reiram shattered the couple’s moment. 


“T don’t know what you two are planning exactly, but if you 
think that I’m taking you bumpkins along, you can just forget 
it.” 

“Tch, don’t worry, wouldn’t even consider it.” 


“Wha-Why? I think itd be great! We are friends after all, 
aren't we?” 


“No, we are not!!” 
Friends or not, Zeriah and Reiram answered in perfect sync. 


“Come on, Miste, why would you even want to go with Reiram 
anyway? He clearly doesn’t care for our company.” 


“Because, I want to assist him on his mission. I want to help 
him catch that hooded guy villain... He...” 


A flash of anger jolted in Miste’s eyes. 
“He hurt Coal!” 


Zeriah nodded, petting Miste’s hair supportively. 
“Alright, I hear ya.” 
Freyja inched closer to Reiram. 


“Aww, would you just look at those two! They truly get each 
other.” 


“Yes, and that seems to be the full extent of them getting 
anything. It’s like that girl has wax in her ears or something.” 


Reiram raised his voice. 


“Did you get bonked on the head? I already told you: I am not 
taking you two with me!” 


“So, what now, Miste? Mr. Grumpypants says he won’t take us 
with him.” 


“Oh, don’t you worry, Zeri. I got a plan. I can be very 
persuasive...” 


Miste flopped her lips downwards and forced on a miserable 
frown. Compared to her usual sincerity, this over-the-top 
puppy-dog look was borderline comical. 


“Please take us along, Reiram! Pretty please! We promise not 
to get in the way! Please, please, please, please, please, please, 
please, please, please, please, please, please, please...” 


“What the hell!? That was your plan!?” 
Reiram fidgeted in his seat nervously. 
“Stop that, it’s annoying!” 

“So, you will take us then?” 


“No!” 


Freyja’s soft smile cracked into laughter. The lady astra’s 
chiming voice was like a flock of birds singing the tune of 
spring. 


“Tee-he-hee! You are so much fun, Miste! Oh, Reiram, can’t we 
just keep her?” 


“Grrh, no! Stay out of this!” 
“Come oooooon... It would only be for a few days, right?” 


Zeriah was a little surprised, although pleased at the same 
time, about how supportive Freyja was towards Miste’s plan. 


“Tm telling you, Reiram, you’ve already lost. When Miste sets 
her mind on something, she goes and does it.” 


Reiram kept leering at both of the youths in turn, then back at 
the lady astra beside him. He sighed deep, tired. 


“This isn’t going to be some easygoing field trip out in the 
wilds. You two are going to do exactly as I say, and stay out of 
my way. Is this understood?” 


“Ah! Does that mean-” 

“Yes, Pl yield. If only to let this conversation finally end.” 
“Thank you so much! We promise to be of use! Right, Zeri?” 
“Of course.” 

Reiram threw a cold scowl towards Freyja. 

“Happy now?” 

“Uh-huh!” 


“Now, you two bumpkins haul your butts out of here. We’ll 
leave tomorrow at sunrise.” 


Zeriah was the first to strut out of the room. Before following 
him, Miste turned to give the Adventurer and his astral 
partner one final warm smile. 


“Honestly, thank you both so much for everything!” 


Reiram aimed his gaze towards some unknown point in the 
corner of the room, completely silent. 


Freyja returned Miste’s smile in kind. 


“The pleasure was ours. I have a feeling that the night has 
been equally enlightening to both our parties.” 


With a nod, Miste closed the door behind her, leaving the 
uncanny couple to their own devices. 
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As they returned back down to the bustling bar, Zeriah and 
Miste found Sasha waiting for them by the counter. Cozo sat 
atop the woman’s head, grooming her dark luscious hair into a 
comfy nest. 


“Welcome back, you two.” 


Miste dashed past Zeriah to meet Sasha. 
“How is Coal?” 


“Well, love, I wouldn’t know just yet. I had Doctor Bryce go 
check on him, so I’m sure Coal is in good hands. Poor Doc 
didn’t seem to appreciate the sudden wake-up call - you know 
how he is about his beauty sleep, oh well, what ya gonna do...” 


Just then, two steaming-hot plates of hash browns and roasted 
deer dropped on the counter next to Sasha. 


“Thank you, Byron.” 


The innkeeper gave a discreet nod before returning to his 
chore of pouring drinks. 


“You two must be starving... Eat up.” 
Sasha didn’t have to tell Miste and Zeriah twice. 


The woman’s consideration for their wellbeing felt 
overwhelming to Zeriah. A sting of pain needled at his chest as 
he imagined how Sasha, Coal and everyone else in the town 
who cared for them would soon be left behind. 


“Now, I believe you two have a lot to tell me?” 


Sasha sat mostly quiet as the youths told her everything that 
had transpired that day, starting from Miste’s strange 
encounter with the piece of blue alaxdrite — now revealed to be 
housing an astra called Yggdrazil — followed by their battle at 
the quarry, and ending with their chat with Reiram and Freyja. 
Sasha stopped them at a few points to ask a detailing question, 
but otherwise she allowed their words to pour uninterrupted. 


“..And that brings us to this moment.” 


Sasha’s gaze darted around the room as she tried to process all 
that had been revealed to her. Her right hand landed on her 
chest, whilst a crying sigh escaped her lips. 


“You two have been through so much... So, you’re really 
leaving us already?” 


Miste’s gaze dropped to the floor. 

“Pm sorry.” 

“Huh? No, no, what nonsense... Ignore what I said.” 

Sasha wiped something from her eye. 

“It’s late, you two should be getting home, have some rest.” 


As Miste and Zeriah left for the tavern’s entrance, they heard 
Sasha shout after them: 


“T’ll be waiting for you tomorrow! Don’t ya dare leave without 
saying goodbye, a’ight!” 
“Don’t worry, we won't!” 
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The wind had picked up slightly, gathering a veil of clouds 
over the town. A shiver shot up the two youngsters’ spines as 
they stepped out of the tavern and into the cool night air. 


“It all still feels a bit unreal, doesn’t it, Zeri?” 
“Yeah...” 


A gleeful giggle broke from Miste’s lips as she suddenly threw 
herself to hug Zeriah with all her strength. 


“Wh-What now!?” 
“Hihihi... Huggzy-squeezey!!” 


The girl nuzzled her face against Zeriah’s chest. 


“I’m so happy. Tomorrow, my first adventure will begin, and 
you'll be there to share it with me. I feel so...” 


Miste lifted her gaze to meet Zeriah. Her eyes were luminous, 
the colors of deepest blue and purple swirling alluringly; if 
Zeriah was to stare for too long, he would surely drown inside 
the pure admiration he held for the girl. 


“Lucky.” 


As she spoke, Miste pushed herself closer, pressing her lips 
against Zeriah’s. The kiss was soft, she was barely touching his 
mouth, it was more of a tempting invitation, really. Zeriah took 
the bait, closing in harder on the girl. Miste took an excited 
breath as the pair shared a silent moment of passion. 


To Zeriah, Miste exuded sensations of breeziness and 
pureness, like a rapid river running unhinged, a deep sense of 
hominess, yet at the same time with the promise of something 
new and exciting. Her scent was intoxicating; she smelled like 
apples, always like apples... 


As the couple eventually unlocked their embrace, the cool 
summery wind suddenly felt much colder. 


“Thank you, Zeri, really. I don’t know what Pd do without you.” 
Zeriah gave Miste’s cheek a soft rub. 

“Glad you don’t have to think about it then.” 

“Hihih, right! You truly are top awesome.” 

“Oh, yea? You reckon I’m as awesome as an apple?” 


“Hmm... Well, you do have that red scarf that I like.” 


Miste turned for the road leading away from town, where a 
grove of apple trees loomed beyond the horizon. Zeriah started 
for the same direction. 


“And where exactly do you think you’re going?” 
“T’ll walk you home.” 


“Oh, no you don’t! I can manage by my own just fine. And 
besides, my hero needs rest too.” 


I don’t know... “hero” may be a bit too much... If anyone was a 
hero tonight, it was you, Miste. 


“Fine, Pll see you tomorrow then. Night!” 

“Nighty-night!” 

Miste began her trek towards her treehouse with calm steps. 
“Don’t stay up too late reading, Miste!” 

“I won't, I promise! Though maybe just a quick peek...” 


Zeriah watched Miste until she vanished beyond the town’s 
winding roads. He turned around to head back to his family 
villa. 


She isn’t gonna get a wink of sleep tonight... 
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Late that night, Miste sat at the middle of her one-room 
apartment, surrounded by towers of books. Several fat tomes 
leaned open before her. Her eyes bounced across the passages, 
hungrily consuming every nugget of scattered information on 
the subject of astra. Epics, ballads, tall tales and hearsay. It was 
astonishing how little actual factual information there was 
about astra. The legendary status of these spirits and their 


chosen bearers was exactly that — legends. Nothing that would 
help Miste currently. 


While reading, Miste had been conducting experiments with 
Yggdrazil’s power. She held the blue alaxdrite upon her palm, 
concentrating her will, summoning the energy that dwelled 
within. 


The alaxdrite burned with ethereal azure light, and a stream of 
energy manifested around Miste’s hand. The energy flow 
distorted and spiked outward in irregular patterns. Soon, the 
energy assembled together, forming a wobbly cube-like 
structure. The energy kept its shape for a few seconds, floating 
in front of Miste’s palm, before suddenly dissipating. 


“It takes excessive concentration to maintain even a simple 
form...” 


Miste had been able to create a variety of objects out of the 
energy flowing from the alaxdrite. Mostly basic geometric 
shapes, but also replicas of several of her tools; hammers, 
wrenches and the like. However, she was unable to keep these 
shapes manifested for longer than a couple of seconds before 
they would shatter. No matter how much she tried, the only 
energy construct she could maintain was the enormous fist 
that she had used earlier to combat the ex-caver. 


“It’s puzzling... My theory - at least for the moment - is that 
the fist is kind of an extension of my own body, so it’s easier 
for me to maintain the mental focus, as opposed to a clearly 
external object. When I first used the fist, it kinda felt like my 
hand grew stronger.” 


Miste picked up her gauntlet from the floor, slid it around her 
right arm, and inserted the blue alaxdrite within the empty 


slot on the backhand. Through experimenting, Miste had 
determined that she was able to use Yggdrazil’s astral ability 
for as long as she had a physical link with the gem. Holding it 
in her hand worked - obviously. Glaring at the gem while it 
laid before her on the floor didn’t work. Skin contact was the 
key factor, clearly. As for the gauntlet, Miste deduced that the 
muscle sensors inside the device acted as a sufficient link 
between her and the gem in place of direct contact. 


Miste summoned the giant fist, knocking over a pile of books 
as the mass of solid energy swiftly manifested. A simple idea, 
the desire to be stronger, that’s all it took. At this point, it 
already felt like second nature. It was as if she had always 
been able to do it. 


As for Yggdrazil himself, although Miste had tried reaching out 
to the mystical creature within the gem, she got no response 
from him. 


“In the end, I really don’t know half the stuff Fd like to. I mean, 
there is an astra somehow trapped inside this alaxdrite, a 
being that transcends nature and history as we know it... If 
only I could just talk to you, Yggdrazil, I...” 


Miste stopped herself from speaking further -in part because 
fussing over the thing would do her no good, and partly 
because she realized that she was essentially talking to herself. 


... Everything will be revealed! I’m sure of it! 
Miste willed it, and the energy fist shattered on command. 


It was extensively late - way past bedtime considering that 
Miste was about to embark on a grand adventure early the 
next morning. Miste eyeballed her hammock; usually it was 
oh-so-inviting at this hour, but tonight she had no desire to 


jump in. It was her last night in Akrelion. As soon as she 
turned in, it would be over. She would have to say goodbye to 
her home, her friends, her life as she knew it. It was hard to let 


go. 


These thoughts swirled in Miste’s mind, making her feel eerily 
lonely. 


Just then, a knock came from the door, making Miste jump. 
“Who...?” 


Miste swung the door open, and a rush of warm glee 
enveloped her. Zeriah stood before her, carrying his sword on 
his hip and a duffle bag upon his shoulder. 


“Reading late?” 
“I... ah... yeah... I was... Wha—-how are you here, Zeri?” 


“Got done packing, not much to it. Didn’t feel like spending my 
last night in Akrelion in a big house all alone, so here I am.” 


Miste burst out giggling. 


“Are you the absolute greatest or what! You truly are always 
there when I need you...” 


“So, is that a come on in?” 


Miste kissed Zeriah, softly, sweetly, conveying all of her love 
and gratitude. 


“How’s that for an answer?” 


Zeriah stole Miste inside his embrace, kissing her back with 
tender fierceness, and led the couple inside the apartment. 
Miste surrendered herself fully to Zeriah’s care. His strong 
arms, his grit, his zeal, it made her feel safe. It was happiness 
unlike any other. With Zeriah by his side, Miste was always 


truly home. And cuddled underneath his arm, Miste had the 
most blissful sleep. 
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Early the next morning, while the rays of the sun were still 
hiding behind the horizon, Miste and Zeriah were already 
standing in full gear upon the terrace of Miste’s apartment, 
high up amidst the green of the great apple tree. The pair 
shared a breakfast of fresh apples straight from the source. 
While sampling her favorite treat, Miste kept giving Zeriah 
loving glances. 


“Something on your mind?” 
“Hihi! Just enjoying the sight. You look real handsome.” 
“What, this?” 


Zeriah was sporting a beige shirt underneath a chocolate- 
brown vest with matching pair of trousers; the finely tailored 
attire gave the boy a sophisticated look. A blazing-red scarf 
flowed around his neck, adding some theatrical flair to his 
appearance. The sleek sword on his waist completed the look; 
valiant, sharp, powerful. 


“I figured that since we’re about to take on the entire world, I 
should look my best.” 


“And you put on the scarf too!” 
“Well, I can take a hint.” 


Zeriah smirked back at the girl, striking a nonchalant pose for 
her viewing pleasure. 


Miste chomped the rest of her apple excitedly. She grabbed a 
charcoal-colored coat from the terrace’s railing and tied it 


around her waist with a single swift motion. A typhoon of 
orangish tresses formed behind Miste’s head as she braided 
her hair in seconds. The girl’s satchel found its way up on her 
shoulder in a joyfully wide arc. 


“There! I’m bursting with vigor, tummy full of apple - mind 
the butterflies — and ready to face the world! How about you, 
Zeri?” 


“Ready as I’m gonna be.” 


Miste turned to gander at her home one last time. The simple 
wooden shack had always been a homey and cozy nest; in 
Miste’s eyes, it was perfect. 


“I guess this is it - goodbye books, goodbye hammock, goodbye 
tools, goodbye desk, goodbye apples. Farewell home. Sweet 
home...” 


Miste shook her head furiously to rid herself from the slightest 
speck of doubt. With determination filling her heart, the girl 
leapt down from her treehouse-nest, and landed with a 
powerful thump. Zeriah hopped down right behind her. 
Together, the two youths started towards the town. 
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Taking their sure-to-be-last-in-a-long-time walk through 
Akrelion’s winding streets, both Miste and Zeriah felt like the 
town was somehow different; as if each house and shop were 
huddled a tad closer than before, like every alley was a bit 
shorter than they remembered, like each stone embedded in 
the street was a bit easier to feel at the bottoms of their feet. 
This rural town at a safe and secluded corner of the kingdom 
was the only place Miste and Zeriah truly knew. The idea of 
leaving their peaceful life behind to see everything that the 


world would have to offer was a scary one, yet empowering at 
the same time. 


The cheery chirping of Cozo resounded over the town’s 
rooftops. The bird zoomed to meet the youngsters from the 
distance, flew a circle around the two, and escorted them 
towards the town square. 


When the couple reached the heart of the town, they were met 
by a surprise. 


Half the people of Akrelion were waiting for them at the town 
square, led by Sasha. With the woman’s prompt, the whole 
crowd hooted out in unison their message to the brave youths: 


“Good luck!! Have a fantastic journey!!” 


Dumbfounded by the unexpected crowd, Miste and Zeriah ran 
the final stretch to meet Sasha. 


“What’s all this?” 


“The word went around fast — I couldn’t stop everyone from 
coming...” 


“This is unreal! Thank you so much, you all.” 

Sasha scanned the pair of youths with slight amusement. 
“You're traveling light.” 

Zeriah gave his sword a confident pat. 


“A swordsman needs to carry nothing but his blade and his 
passion!” 


Miste hip-tackled her satchel, rattling a variety of metal 
doohickies inside. 


“Pm saying goodbye to a lot of ol’ reliable friends. A lot of 
wonderful memories... Not to mention all my tools and tomes! 
It breaks my heart, but it’s better than breaking my shoulder... 
I could only pack the essentials.” 


Sasha chuckled at the girl. 


“Well, you don’t have to worry about your friends. We'll all be 
fine. You just focus on the journey ahead of you. This is your 
dream unfolding — enjoy it! Tell you what, how about I keep an 
eye on your nest while you’re gone, make sure your tools and 
tomes aren’t too lonely.” 


“You'd do that for me?” 

“But of course, love. I’ll keep everything just the way you left 
it.” 

“An absolute mess?” 

“ ..Maybe I'll do a bit of organizing.” 


A series of timid yelps — Excuse me, coming through — moved 
through the crowd. Eventually, Berryjam nudged her way to 
the scene past the barrier of people. 


“Good morning! Oh, and what a morning it is... a big morning, 
big day, important day...” 


The lady baker handed Miste a tiny pouch with a pink ribbon. 


“Its not much, but I thought... since you two won’t be seeing us 
for a while... that Prd make some bonbons for you to go. Here 
you are.” 


“Thank you, Isabelle, for everything.” 


“It’s really noth- I mean... ah, it’s nothing... I’m... I'm going to 
miss you both so much...” 


Tears cascaded down Berryjam’s cheeks in an endless stream. 


Sasha patted the gloomy baker on the back, prompting her to 
step aside. 


“Get a hold of yourself, Isabelle. You’re embarrassing 
yourself.” 


“R-Right! Good luck to you both.” 
Miste gifted Berryjam with the cheeriest of smiles. 
“Don’t worry, we won’t forget you!” 


Soft warmth lit up on Berryjam’s lips. She spoke nothing more, 
only nodded subtly. 


The love and support sent to them by everyone in town poured 
strength into the youngsters’ hearts. They would do everything 
in their power to realize their dreams, for it was the least they 
could do in return. 


Miste began peering anxiously towards the distance. 
“What’s wrong, Miste?” 
“Where’s Coal?” 


Zeriah hadn’t even realized the fact until then, but their soon- 
to-be-ex-boss was indeed nowhere to be seen. 


Sasha gave Miste a comforting rub on the shoulder. 
“I’m sorry, love. Coal... he felt a bit weary.” 

“Is he alright?” 

“Yes, he’s completely fine. He sent you all his best.” 


Miste became silent, her eyes sinking to the depths of her 
mind. 


Zeriah could only imagine how Miste was feeling. She and Coal 
had always been close, probably closer than anyone else 
working at the mines, aside from Sasha. To think that Coal - 
who to Miste was the closest thing she had to a father-figure — 
would miss the chance to see the girl off as she headed out 
towards her dream, was utterly maddening. 


Zeriah had to bite his tongue to halt the rush of anger forming 
on his lips. 


“Are you alright, Miste? We could still go see him.” 
Miste put on a brave smile. 


“No. I think it’s actually better this way. It’s like you said 
before; we ain’t saying goodbye forever, right?” 


Zeriah was less than convinced of Miste’s sincerity, but didn’t 
feel like pressing the matter; Miste was nothing if not 
determined. 


Sasha clasped her hands together cheerily. 


“Well, this is it, you two. It came sooner than we thought it 
would, but what ya gonna do...” 


Sasha caught Miste and Zeriah and gave them a loving hug, 
like a mother bird resting its wings over its young. 


“Keep each other safe, a’ight. And whatever may come, always 
remember that we’re all here for you.” 


“We promise.” 
“We won’t let you down.” 


Sasha kept the moment short. Cozo landed to sit on her 
shoulder while she wiped something wet from the corner of 
her eye. 


Suddenly, Reiram stepped into the limelight from the crowd. 


“Are we done with the hugs and kisses? We have a schedule to 
meet.” 


Zeriah returned Reiram’s snark with a lukewarm grimace. 


“Yeah, yeah, keep your pants on. And good morning to you too, 
by the way.” 


“Morning Reiram!” 


“Tch, my morning gets better the moment I get to be on my 
way.” 


“Don’t you mean our way?” 


Reiram marched on, disinterested. The Adventurer would’ve 
most likely passed the two youngsters and kept on walking 
were he not stopped by Sasha’s hand landing on his shoulder. 


“Listen you. I’m trusting these two to your care, you better 
keep them out of harm!” 


“Td like to think that a couple of would-be-Adventurers are 
capable of handling themselves, but either way, I shall see to it 
that they reach their goal in one piece.” 


Reiram released himself from Sasha’s grip. 


“Let’s go! We’ll want to be at the next town over before it gets 
dark.” 


Zeriah and Miste waved their goodbyes to everyone in 
Akrelion for the last time before joining Reiram. 


“Bye everyone! I promise to write!” 
Sasha shook her head jokingly. 


“Write-shmite... Call us!!” 
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At the end of Akrelion, literally the final street corner, a man 
with jet-black hair stood in somber silence, a cigarette 
drooping on his lip, slowly smoldering away, whilst he waited 
for a couple of special people to arrive. 


The moment Miste noticed Coal, she rushed down the street to 
meet him. Coal stumped his cigarette, and swatted the smoke 
cloud away, before Miste reached him. 


“Mornin’, little missy.” 
“You came!” 


“Sure did. Sorry if I made you think otherwise. You know how 
much I hate them get-togethers.” 


“...Yeah, I get it. Pm just glad you are here.” 


“As if Pd let one of my own leave without a firm kick on the 
butt.” 


Coal spread his arms invitingly. Miste tackle-hugged Coal, 
squeezing with all her love. The man held the girl firmly. 


“Coal... I... 4 
“Listen, Miste, would you be okay if only I spoke.” 
“Sure...” 


Coal placed Miste before him by her shoulders. His gaze was 
stern, yet warm. 


“You are a bright kid; I knew it from the first moment I laid 
eyes on you. You always had that spark to push yourself 
beyond your limits, that need to impress, to prove yourself, to 
be something great, even at the detriment of your own health. 
And no matter how many times you failed, no matter what 


kind of hand the fate dealt you, you never stopped pushing 
forward. Your stubborn noggin is your strength. That’s what 
makes you — you! So whatever happens, you make sure you 
keep on going, and never forget who you are. Myself... Sasha... 
this whole town... we’re giving away something truly special, 
so you better live up to all our expectations! Now go out there, 
and make the world your own!” 


Miste nodded once, smiling poised. 
“It’s a promise!” 
Coal turned to Zeriah, drilling him with an intense leer. 


“As for you, boyo, you keep those blades of yours close, and 
Miste closer! ...And don’t let her do anything stupid.” 


“So basically do as you always do? Good pep talk!” 
“...Why am I the only one assumed to do something stupid?!” 


Coal and Reiram locked eyes briefly. The elder Adventurer 
tipped his hat, smirking in good humor. 


“Don’t mind me, the lovely lady back in town already gave me 
a talking to. Pll look after the two whippersnappers.” 


“Did she now? Hm, always one step ahead.” 


Coal threw his hand towards the distant horizon. He offered 
the two brave youngsters one final gruff half-a-grin. 


“What are you still standing there for! You got places to see, 
dreams to chase. Get going, and don’t you look back!” 


With smiles of confidence on their faces, and a burning 
yearning for the unknown in their hearts, Miste and Zeriah 
started their journey towards the city of Powderberg. 


The adventures that would unfold for these two dreamers 
were something that no one could’ve ever predicted. For the 
time being, the lone certainty was that the only way for them 
to go was forward! 
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You know that sensation when you’ve just left home, and you 
have that irksome feeling like you left the stove on? 

“Oh, crap!!” 

“What now?” 


“The ex-caver!! I totally trashed it last night! Maybe I could still 
salvage some parts...” 


“Were already miles away, Miste, it’s too late now.” 


“Oh, no! Poor ex-caver! What horrid fate, to be ruined and left 
behind like this. Do not worry, we'll avenge you! I just hope 
everyone back in the mines will be okay...” 


“They'll just have to manage somehow, with everything being 
slightly quieter than before...” 


VERSE #4: BEHIND MY BLADE 


“So, how old are you exactly, Miss Freyja?” 


It had been a couple hours since Miste and Zeriah embarked 
on their journey alongside the elder adventurer, Reiram, and 
his partner astra, the ethereal lady Freyja. 


As soon as the party had cleared away from Akrelion, Freyja 
had appeared to accompany them. Normally, the astra 
wouldn’t reveal herself to people other than her Bearer - a 


practice that was common among her kin — but seeing as the 
pair of youths were already familiar with her, she had no 
qualms about keeping them company. 


Miste had immediately taken it upon herself to bombard the 
spectral lady with questions about the nature of astra, to 
which Freyja had been more than delighted to answer. It was 
intriguing to listen a fantastical creature such her describing 
her existence. 


Apparently, the race of astra all lived on a different plane of 
existence from other creatures, not consisting of any kind of 
definable matter or energy. They simply existed as a 
consciousness, free to move around as they saw fit. One could 
be forgiven for using the word ghost to contextualize the astra 
— that’s basically what they were. In fact, the image ofa 
gorgeous woman which Freyja manifested herself as didn’t 
actually exist. It was simply a projection of her essence. All 
astra had the ability to create one, with the purpose of giving 
people a more familiar conversing partner, something to focus 
their attention to. Freyja’s true essence resided inside Reiram, 
her consciousness stitched to his soul, as the astra herself put 
it. 

As for the supernatural abilities that the astra were capable of 
gifting to their human partners, that was something which 
even Freyja couldn’t fully explain. Surprisingly, it turned out 
that there were a multitude of factors about their own 
existence still lingering as mysteries to the whole race of astra 
themselves. The astra couldn’t tell where they originated from 
or what their purpose in life was, though many of them 
seemed to have an unyielding fascination towards humans, 
and a yearning to form a pact with any individual tickling 


their fancy. Freyja described it similarly to the natural 
instincts of some animals, such as birds and their sense of 
direction. 


It had been an enlightening trip so far for the two youngsters. 


“I can’t tell you my exact age, for I have no recollection of my 
birth. All I know is that I’ve existed for as long as I can 
remember.” 


“That’s alright, I don’t remember my birth either!” 
“T don’t think anyone remembers their birth, Miste...” 


“That just means humans and astra have more in common 
than we thought, don’t you think, Zeri?” 


“Yup, definitely.” 


“Grrh! You three have been babbling nonstop since we left 
town! Could we maybe have just a minute of silence for a 
change?” 


Freyja skipped next to Reiram - although the more accurate 
term might’ve been moved her projection — and gave the elder 
Adventurer a mocking grin. 


“Baw, is my dearest Bearer feeling a bit grumpy?” 


“I am not being grumpy! I was simply musing that it might be 
nice to appreciate the sights, and enjoy a moment of serenity.” 


The road leading south from Akrelion went through a 
scattered woodland of birch, curving along the shapes of the 
river running parallel to it. Beyond the veil of leaves wavering 
in the soft breeze emanated a dance of golden brilliance as the 
rays of the sun bounced off the river. The sounds of crashing 
water along the singing of sunbathing birds formed a 


symphony of summer, a delightfully unique opus. Truly, the 
essence of the season was encapsulated in a simple moment. 
All of it would’ve gone to waste, were there no travelers 
currently passing by. 


As the quartet of travelers continued on, Freyja kept peering 
for Miste’s gaze. 


“Is something the matter, Miss Freyja?” 


The lady astra paced in front of the girl with floaty steps of an 
elegant dancer. 


“I was admiring your eyes... they are brilliant; the right one a 
pool of liquid amethyst, the left one blue like a cloudless sky.” 


Freyja had picked the perfect moment for her praises; the 
sunlight washing over Miste’s face made the colors in her eyes 
spark. 


“Thank you, Miss Freyja.” 


“I can’t recall ever meeting someone with eyes quite so 
marvelously bizarre.” 


“Its kinda surreal to hear you of all people say that.” 
“Hmm?” 
“I mean, you yourself look so gracefully ethereal and pretty.” 


“Do I...? Why, thank you! Hmm, I guess humans just pique my 
interest in a different way.” 


“Just like astra do ours.” 


The smile that was naturally engraved on Freyja’s face 
widened. 


“It’s so nice to have someone to talk to for a change.” 


The lady astra turned her attention towards Reiram, who was 
walking a bit farther from his companions. 


“Reiram so rarely feels up to chatting.” 


A shiver crawled up Reiram’s neck under the weight of prying 
eyes. 


Zeriah took his chance to poke the man further, laughing 
wryly. 


“Hah! What utter waste! To have a dazzling lady like Freyja as 
a companion and not chat her up? Man, you are something 
else entirely, Reiram.” 


Both of the ladies walking beside Zeriah broke into snickers. 


Although his face was already neatly covered, Reiram pulled 
the brim of his hat even lower. 


“Tsk, for crying out loud...” 
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After half a day of traveling, the forest began to disperse, 
revealing the town of Llyra in the distance. Before the group 
could enter the vicinity of any of the townsfolk, Freyja said her 
farewells to Miste and Zeriah, and dissipated into a cloud of 
silvery dust. 


Just like Akrelion, the small fishing hamlet had been founded 
around the river Jansk, which ran through the northern 
province of Zirinia on its way towards the eastern coast. 
Endless rows of fishermen sat on either side of the river, rods 
reaching towards the sky, silver hooks flashing against the 
burning sun, all the while dozens of small boats drifted along 
the crystalline waters. It was abundantly clear just how 


important the river was to the town. The whole scene was 
straight out of some romantic painting. 


The country road leading to Llyra connected directly to the 
town’s main street. The street pierced the hamlet in its 
entirety, going alongside the river. The local architecture 
resembled greatly that of Akrelion’s. Stone paved roads, rows 
of houses with narrow alleys, rooftops of both tiles and 
thatched variety, and a glimmering stream splitting the town 
roughly from the middle. It was almost like Miste and Zeriah 
had never left their hometown at all; such was the similarity 
between the two villages. 


Dotted along the river’s path were multiple stone bridges for 
crossing, arcing several meters above the sparkling rapids. 
Near one such bridge, there was a small circular plaza with a 
fish-shaped fountain in the middle. A thin spout of water 
cascaded from the mouth of the moss-covered sculpture. 


Reiram headed towards the nearby bridge. 


“TIl go find us a place to stay the night. You two bumpkins wait 
here.” 


Zeriah dashed after the man, alarmed and upset. 


“What!? But it’s barely past noon! How are we going to catch 
that hooded freak if we keep lollygagging here? We’re already 
behind!” 


“We’re not going to catch him until we reach Powderberg, that 
much is certain. Once we’re there, we’ll wait for him to make 
his move. That’s our best bet.” 


“But if we waste time here, we might already be too late!” 


“We know very little about our target —- about who he is or 
what his motives are — yet we do know one thing, he is human, 
and as such, he needs food and rest the same as anyone. Llyra 
will be our last safe haven for quite a while, so I suggest you 
bumpkins enjoy it while you can, because for the next few 
days we’ll be sleeping in the wilds.” 


Reiram crossed the bridge, leaving the two youngsters to the 
fountain plaza. 


“I won’t be long. Stay put!” 
Soon enough the Adventurer was gone. 


“Tch! No wonder that raging sparkplug is still on the loose. It’s 
like Reiram doesn’t even care.” 


“Come on, Zeri, relax.” 
“You agree with him?!” 


“I’m just saying that we could try trusting him on this. I bet he 
knows what he’s doing.” 


“Yeah, whatever...” 
Miste took Zeriah by the hand. 
“Come sit with me.” 


The girl led him to the fountain, and the couple sat down on 
the rugged stone edging. For a moment, the two of them 
remained quiet, watching as crowds of townsfolk shifted past 
busily. The splashing of the fountain melded together with the 
drumming of footsteps to create a relaxing melody, while the 
warmth of midday tickled the youths from above. 


Miste’s whole being was gleaming with fulfilment. To her, the 
journey they had embarked on wasn’t just about reaching 


their goal, not really. Rather, it was about seeing, hearing and 
learning, taking in every second and every moment, and 
enjoying their lifelong dream to the fullest. 


Moment by moment, Miste’s relaxed energy seeped into 
Zeriah’s soul as well. She leaned closer to Zeriah and gave him 
a soft peck on the cheek. 


“Isn’t this nice?” 
“Hmm, I really can’t complain, not when it’s just you and me.” 
“You are one smooth talker, Zeriah Walz!” 


“Going on a journey with a lovely lady should make one rise 
up to the challenge — and smoothen up his game, so to speak.” 


“Oh? Well, I certainly hope that you’re referring to me.” 
Zeriah caught Miste by her chin and led their lips to embrace. 
“I’ve never met anyone else quite so easy on my eyes.” 

Miste averted her gaze, smiling bashfully. 


She suddenly burst into a giggle as something caught her eye 
nearby, prompting Zeriah to peek as well. The people walking 
by met their eyes with approving and amused looks. The 
young couple’s moment had seemingly intensified into steamy 
heights. 


“Hope we didn’t disturb anyone.” 
“I wouldn’t worry.” 


Miste slid her palm along the fountain’s edging, and slipped 
her fingers to hug Zeriah’s. 


“Pm so happy to be here with you.” 


“I feel the exact same.” 


The couple sat silent for a while. Zeriah couldn’t be exactly 
sure what Miste was thinking, but judging from the striking 
colors swirling in her eyes, her rosy cheeks, and her relaxed 
smile, he could imagine that the girl was currently at the 
height of her bliss. 


“...1 love you, Zeri.” 


This was something Zeriah knew full well; his girlfriend had 
always been vocal about her feelings. Even so, hearing it was 
equally uplifting every single time. 


“Not as much as I love y~” 
“Someone help, please!!! He can’t swim!!!” 
A voice boomed from afar, shattering the couple’s moment. 


Rushing towards the sound, the youths arrived at the bridge 
closest to them. Middle of the bridge, leaning over the stone 
railing, was a young girl, her face flowing with tears. The girl, 
looking ten or so years old, wearing a bright-orange summer 
dress and ribbons on her hair, kept peering over the wall of 
the bridge while searching for something. Normally, one could 
imagine a girl such as her with a cute and playful smile, 
prancing along the streets of the town on her way to the candy 
shop. Now, something had truly gone wrong, for all that 
radiated from the trembling girl was the sense of dread. 


“Won’t someone help!!!” 
“What’s wrong!?” 
“It’s Dilzin, my doll, we... we were playing... and he fell!” 


The little girl’s voice cracked as she slumped down to crouch. 


“It’s my fault, I should’ve looked after him. He’s just so curious 
by nature.” 


“Wait... your doll?” 


Zeriah peeked over the bridge’s railing. From the point 
underneath them the river was gaining momentum; there 
were no more boats or fishermen to be seen downstream. 


Truthfully, Zeriah was relieved, for it had sounded like there 
was someone truly in peril. If a person was to fall down at the 
mercy of the wild currents, they would’ve already been a 
goner. 


“I’m sorry, girlie, but I’m afraid your doll is gone.” 


The little girl’s face watered even more — more than Zeriah 
knew was possible. 


“No...! He’s my best friend!!!” 


Zeriah could not escape the heavy feeling inside his chest. 
Seeing an innocent kid so utterly devastated was 
heartbreaking. And yet, he was at a loss as to what to do. 


“Guess there’s really nothing we can do... Right, Miste...? 
Miste!?” 


Next to Zeriah — where he had thought Miste was standing — 
there were only her jacket, her boots and her satchel instead. A 
splash from below startled Zeriah. He glimpsed over the edge 
of the bridge. A column of water was rising from the river. 


“Miste... you didn’t...!” 


Shaking the what ifs from his mind, Zeriah dashed to the end 
of the bridge and followed the street parallel to the river with 
the steps of a cheetah running after its prey. 


For a doll?! Are you fricking kidding me?! 


There was no sign of Miste amongst the surging rapids. The 
strong flow of the river would make it extremely arduous to 
steer one’s course, not to mention the high stone walls that 
channeled the river through the town; it would be nearly 
impossible to climb out. 


You are so impulsive! How were you planning on getting out of 
there?! 


Suddenly, a pillar of water shot up from the river. After a 
second or so, another pillar appeared several meters farther 
downstream, but this time a bit closer to the shore. 


Zeriah realized immediately what Miste was doing. 


The gauntlet! She’s using the pulses of energy to propel herself 
closer to the shore! 


A hundred meters ahead, Zeriah noticed a beacon of hope 
materializing before his path; there was a steep staircase 
carved inside the stone that walled the river, leading from the 
street level down to a short wooden pier, clearly 
decommissioned ages ago. 


Zeriah hurried towards the stairs as fast as his feet could carry 
him. Looking down towards the pier, he saw Miste’s head 
popping above the water just as she washed past the wooden 
planks, too far to grab on. 


A flash of azure light beamed from beneath the waves, 
followed by an energy construct in the shape of a hand 
launching from the water. The hand grabbed on from the 
corner of the pier. Miste began pulling herself ashore with the 
artificial hand. As the girl kept struggling against the tides, the 


wooden plank from the old — and most likely moldy — pier 
suddenly gave away and snapped in half. With a gurgled yelp, 
Miste was thrown once again at the mercy of the current. 


Zeriah leapt the final few meters towards the edge of the pier — 
what was left of it anyway — and extended the handle of his 
sword to Miste. The artificial hand of azure energy caught onto 
the sword. Zeriah pulled Miste towards him with all his might. 
The struggle to yank the girl up from the river made Zeriah 
seem like a fisherman battling with the biggest catch of his life. 


After Miste finally managed to climb up on the pier, the two 
youngsters slumped down over the squeaking planks of wood, 
panting like crazy. Miste was coughing pools of water in 
between her breaths. 


“Got it!” 


Miste lifted a soaking-wet knitted doll high in the air ina 
triumphant moment. 


“Got it?! Are you kidding me?! Why would you do something 
so dangerous?!” 


“It was important to that little girl. I couldn’t just leave it 
without at least trying.” 


“Yeah, I noticed, but still...” 


Zeriah and Miste locked gazes. Miste’s face glowed with 
compassion. She smiled past her veil of wet and messed-up 
hair. Her eyes were somewhat apologetic... but not really. 


“Sorry, I didn’t stop to think. But I knew you’d come to rescue 
me, that’s why I wasn’t scared to try my best.” 


To Zeriah, this was truly the essence of Miste — her heart that 
absorbed everything around it, and pulsed earnestly for all the 


world in return. She was brave and kind, and trusting in those 
she held dear. That’s why Zeriah had fallen for her from the 
first moment they’d met. 


“Next time, promise me you'll share your plan first, okay?” 
“It’s a deal! All forgiven?” 
“As if I could really be mad at you.” 


Miste crawled her way to Zeriah and gave him a hug. She was 
utterly exhausted, judging from the way she leaned against 
him. 


“Dilzin, you're alright!!!” 


The doll’s owner climbed down the stairs and towards the pier 
with such speed that Zeriah was worried she might trip. 


Miste turned to meet the girl and handed the doll for the little 
one wiping her tears on her wrists. With shaking hands, the 
girl took the doll and squeezed it against her chest, getting her 
dress all wet in the process. 


“Oh, Dilzin! I’m so sorry, I promise Pll never lose you again. 
Thank you, thank you so much!” 


“Glad we could help.” 

“Say thank you to the nice people, Dilzin.” 

Naturally, the doll remained silent. 

“Hes a bit shy, forgive him.” 

“Hihi! That’s fine. He must be very important to you.” 


“Uh-huh, my mama made him for me, so that I’d always have a 
friend to play with.” 


Zeriah could see from Miste’s face that she was quite smitten 
by the cute little girl, though he couldn’t exactly blame her; the 
way the kid gleamed with sunshine as she hugged her plushie 
tightly was positively adorable. 


A high wave crashed against the pier, sending a splash of 
water to shower Zeriah’s backside. 


“It’s not exactly safe here, we should move.” 


Zeriah had Miste lean on him as they moved for the stairs 
leading back up to street level. Instinctively, the little girl with 
her doll grabbed Zeriah by the hand and leaned closer, 
avoiding the edge of the narrow pier. 


“Pm sorry for causing you so much trouble.” 


“That’s quite alright. Pm Zeriah, by the way, and the hero of 
the day is Miste.” 


“Fun to meet you both. I’m Holly - Holly Marenque.” 


x K *K 


After grabbing Miste’s belongings from the bridge, the trio 
walked back to the fountain plaza where Reiram had 
abandoned Zeriah and Miste earlier. Holly insisted on 
escorting the couple, while also demanding that the two should 
stay the night with her relatives whom she was visiting at 
Llyra. 


“Uncle Damien will be happy if he gets to thank you for 
rescuing Dilzin.” 


“We’d love to come, though I’m pretty sure Reiram wouldn’t be 
that thrilled about meeting new people.” 


“Is your friend shy too?” 


“You could say that, yeah.” 


Speak of the devil, the Adventurer was already waiting for his 
companions at the fountain plaza. 


“And where exactly have you two been?” 


After sharing their story with Reiram, the man seemed less 
than pleased with the two youngsters. 


“Honestly, I turn my back for one second and you two have 
already gotten yourselves caught up in all sorts of trouble.” 


Zeriah was getting monumentally pissed off with Reiram. 


“And what were we supposed to do, huh!? Just ignore the plea 
for help!?” 


“D-Don’t fight, please! It’s my fault, I’m sorry!” 


Holly’s words rang hollow to both Reiram and Zeriah. The 
Adventurer headed away from the plaza. 


“I found an inn with open rooms; we can spend the night 
there.” 


“What is your problem!? Why do you insist on being such a 
jerk?” 

“My problem is you two. I think I was clear when I said that I 
need you to do exactly as I say for this to work.” 


“Well, if it’s our safety you’re worried about, then don’t be! We 
can take care of ourselves.” 


“There are things in this world that can’t be overcome solely 
by friendship and lovey-dovey feelings of compassion.” 


Zeriah grabbed his sword, keeping it sheathed, and twirled the 
weapon around his right wrist in a confident showcase of skill. 


“No worries there, I’m prepared for anything.” 
Reiram glared at the young swordsman, unconvinced. 


“You sure like prancing around with that sword of yours, even 
though you seem to have no clue how to use it...” 


Zeriah couldn’t be sure if Reiram was purposely baiting him, 
or simply being his usual condescending self, but he also didn’t 
care which it was. A jolt of fire swept through the young 
swordsman; he was done reasoning. 


“Pm just about done with your crap!!” 


Zeriah twisted the lock mechanism around the handle of his 
sword, and drew his weapon in its single-blade configuration. 


“TIl make a deal with you. One round with swords, you and 
me! If I beat you, you’ll shut your trap for the rest of our trip.” 


Reiram jabbed the brim of his hat upward with his finger, 
taking a better look at Zeriah. 


“Hmm, and what if you lose?” 


“Miste and I will head back to Akrelion, and you’ll never hear 
from us again.” 


Reiram traded gazes with Miste. 
“And you’re okay with this?” 
The girl flashed a sly grin. 

“T trust Zeri.” 


The swift answer from Miste gave Zeriah a boost of 
confidence. He knew he was being arrogant; he knew that the 
stakes were huge; he was gambling on their dream. Even so, 
with the support from Miste, he knew he would not fail. 


Reiram shook his head, shrugging. 
“Alright then, I don’t mind batting you around for a whi-” 


The man froze silent midsentence. His eyes twitch, like he had 
just learned something that rubbed him the wrong way. After 
a heavy sigh, he grumbled under his breath. 


“Fine... Your way it is...” 


It was impossible to tell what exactly had just happened, but 
Zeriah quickly deduced that Freyja must’ve somehow stepped 
in. 

Reiram threw his finger to point at Zeriah. 


“Very well, Zeriah, IIl take that bet. With one minor 
alteration.” 


“Which is?” 


“We'll have our little contest - however, we'll keep going until 
you either decide to yield, or you manage to touch me with 
your blade, even if it should take the next eternity. Deal?” 


The wager Reiram was suggesting gave Zeriah a huge 
advantage. Although accepting the rules would be indirectly 
admitting that Reiram was more skilled than him, Zeriah 
couldn’t afford to throw away such an opportunity. 


Whatever you said to him, Freyja, thank you. 
“T accept!” 


The two swordsmen took their positions. Reiram pulled his 
edge-rifle out of the holster on his back and gave his weapon a 
few confident swings with imposing strength. He settled his 
weapon into a low-hanging stance in front of him. 


Miste walked around the fountain plaza to clear a space for the 
two swordsmen to have their duel free from interruptions. The 
group of strangers was met with curious looks from the 
townsfolk. 


“No worries everyone, just a bit of friendly sparring, that’s all! 
Enjoy the show!” 


Miste grabbed Holly to sit with her on the fountain’s railing. 
The little girl nuzzled against her doll, nervous. 


“Is everything going to be alright, Miste?” 
“Just fine. How ‘bout you and I cheer for Zeri together?” 


Holly eyed Zeriah for a prolonged moment, taking in 
everything about him from head to toe. 


“Is Zeriah a knight?” 


“Nah, though he’s been practicing swordplay nonstop for 
years.” 


“I see... Is he any good?” 
“He’s the best!” 


Miste clapped her hands and howled her hurrah for the young 
swordsman. 


“Wooh, yeah!! Don’t go soft on him, Zeri! Show Reiram what 
you can really do!!” 


Zeriah was about to do exactly that. 


Thank you, Miste. Although there isn’t going to be anything 
“friendly” about this sparring! 


Zeriah’s opponent stood motionless, his stance relaxed and 
confident. The two swordsmen spent a moment eyeing one 
another. 


“We’ll begin at your ready, Zeriah.” 
“Fine!” 


Zeriah leapt forward with a springy step and dashed at 
Reiram, positioning his blade for a rising slash. 


Reiram kept his weapon pointed towards the ground. Only his 
eyes moved to track the approaching boy. Till the last possible 
second, the man remained still, standing as an imposing 
mountain of will. Then, in a flash, as Zeriah took his swing, 
Reiram’s blade jumped to intercept the attack. As the two 
weapons clashed, the force from Reiram’s swipe threw Zeriah 
out of balance, sending his sword pointing towards the 
sidelines. The shock from the blow wasn’t only physical, but 
also mental. 


He’s unnaturally fast, and he lifted that enormous weapon with 
a single hand! 


While Zeriah was reeling, Reiram used his free hand to deliver 
a sharp punch on the boy’s ribs. Zeriah collapsed on his knees, 
coughing hoarsely as his eyes watered from the pain. His 
sword fell to the ground while he lurched in agony, supporting 
himself upon his palms. 


Reiram strutted past Zeriah. 
“Oh, come now! Surely you can do better than that.” 


The agony from the single strike was unbearable, it was like all 
oxygen from the world had suddenly disappeared, making it 
impossible for Zeriah to fill his emptied lungs anew. 


I’m going to die, right here and now...! Shit! How can I beat 
Reiram if he’s this strong...!? 


“Don’t give in! Get up, Zeri!” 


“Y—Yeah, don’t quit just yet. Do your best!” 


Hearing Miste’s cheering, accompanied by Holly’s backing 
vocals, cleared Zeriah’s mind, helping him focus on a single 
goal. 


Okay, first things first... I have to get up... PI worry about the 
rest later. 


Zeriah mustered all his strength to force himself up. After a 
while, the worst of the pain subsided as fresh air filled his 
lungs. He picked up his sword from the ground and turned to 
face Reiram. 


“Tch, took you long enough, but you’re standing. Ready to quit? 
Or shall we go again?” 


“Let’s!!” 


Zeriah dashed for another attack, letting out a fierce battle cry 
as he did. 


This time, Reiram answered with a simple blocking motion, 
taking on the full brunt of Zeriah’s strike without flinching. 
Zeriah wouldn’t back down, instead launching a barrage of 
slashes towards Reiram. The elder swordman kept blocking 
the sporadic strikes, taking calm and balanced steps 
backwards. Although Zeriah was the one on the offensive, to 
the onlookers, it was clear that Reiram was the one leading 
Zeriah around, reeling him like some trout. 


After spending a while matching Zeriah’s strikes with his edge- 
rifle, Reiram dropped low and moved to Zeriah’s side with an 
unexpected swift step. A spinning sweep from Reiram’s leg 
tripped Zeriah on his back. 


Reiram paced past Zeriah, dropping him a ridiculing smirk. 


Zeriah’s chest turned into a war drum from the inside out, the 
beat accelerating by the second. He would not let Reiram win! 
He would show his strength to the whole world! This was 
something that Zeriah became more and more adamant about 
each passing moment. 


The boy jumped nimbly on his feet and launched yet another 
attack. 


Minutes went by as the pair of swordsmen kept up their 
exchange, drowning the sounds of flowing water indigenous to 
the town of Llyra underneath the thundering of metal against 
metal. 


Zeriah made no real progress towards his goal; Reiram held 
his place firmly as the reigning swordsman of the plaza. And 
yet, despite the constant beatings Zeriah suffered, he would 
not give in. Instead he got up, and up, and up again for another 
attack. 


At the end of a furious exchange, Reiram managed to gain the 
upper hand once more and landed a kick on Zeriah’s stomach, 
sending the boy arching through the air. 


Holly squeezed Dilzin nervously, while Miste kept cheering 
Zeriah on. 


“No surrender, Zeri! Keep at it!” 


Just as the spectators had come to expect, Zeriah quickly got 
back on his feet. 


“No worries, I’m not thru just yet!” 


Reiram shook his head, growing bored of the one-sided 
contest. 


“Why are you doing this, kid?” 


“Huh?!” 


“Why are you So insistent about throwing yourself against a 
brick wall?” 


“Because I can’t give up, not if I’m ever going to realize my 
dream.” 


“Your dream?” 


Zeriah raised his sword before him, gazing at his reflection 
from the blade. He looked horrible. Yet, from amidst of all the 
bruises decorating his face, he found a smile and a pair of eyes 
full of unyielding fire. 


“One day... I, Zeriah Walz, will become the most powerful 
swordsman known to history!” 


Reiram’s eyes widened -in contrast to the man’s normal 
disinterested look almost disturbingly so — and a burst of 
laughter broke from his lips. 


“Hahaha! And here I was thinking you were dreaming big or 
something! So, please do tell, how is a country bumpkin with 
clearly no discipline nor proper training going to achieve such 
a goal?” 


“Pll keep doing my best and never give up! Just like now!” 


Reiram fell silent, clearly not expecting the answer he got, 
were he expecting one at all. 


“T admit, it sounds pompous, but this is my goal, and I won’t 
settle for anything less. For you see...” 


Zeriah turned to face Miste. He took a long and passionate 
gander at the girl behind his own inspiration. The young 


swordsman threw his instrument to point towards Reiram. His 
eyes, the eyes of a dreamer, flamed ever hotter as he spoke. 


“_..My blade was entrusted to me by the person I love, so that I 
would never doubt myself. It is a symbol of all the faith placed 
in me. And in return...” 


Zeriah approached Reiram with a firm step. 


“_..1 desire to become stronger, so that Miste can stand behind 
my blade, never fearing, always protected. I wish to keep her 
forever by my side!” 


Holly gasped for air as she listened Zeriah declaring his 
desires. 


“That... that was so romantic!” 


While the little girl kept swooning, Miste sent Zeriah a silent 
message, revealing all that she felt for the young swordsman 
striving for greatness; everything the girl needed to tell him 
was included in one slow closing of her eyes: 


I believe in you, Zeri! 
Zeriah gnashed his palms against the handle of his sword. 


I will break the wall, no matter how long it takes. Just watch me, 
Miste! 


Reiram took a sturdy stance, welcoming Zeriah to make his 
move. 


Zeriah spent a moment composing himself, peering at Reiram 
along the edge of his sword. He took a hard look at the blade 
his own was up against. 


The edge-rifle is an unusual weapon... It has a lot of weight 
behind it... Even so, Reiram is able to match my speed... How can 


I surpass his strength and agility...? No, it’s impossible, I don’t 


do...? 


Zeriah rubbed his fingers along the handle of his sword, 
brushing against the trigger for the sword’s lock mechanism. 


What makes my weapon unusual...? That’s it! 


A plan swiftly formed in Zeriah’s mind. It was risky, and he’d 
only get one shot at executing it. He realized that there would 
be no use mulling it further, for one shot was all that he 
needed. He would not fail! 


The young swordsman sheathed his weapon - much to the 
confusion to his opponent — and rushed forth, towards his final 
attack. He spun the trigger on the handle of his sword, 
switching the weapon’s configuration secretly from single- 
blade to dual-blades. Once he got close, Zeriah re-drew the 
weapon, now sporting two blades slicing side by side. Reiram 
swiped his edge-rifle to block the attack. Zeriah’s timing and 
angle were perfect; he managed to slip Reiram’s weapon 
neatly between his fork-like sword, jamming it in place. Witha 
furious yank, Zeriah ripped the edge-rifle right out of Reiram’s 
grip. The look of surprise on Reiram’s face was priceless as he 
was left standing empty handed. Zeriah swiftly stepped closer, 
shoulder to shoulder with his opponent, and positioned his 
twin blades against his throat. 


For a brief breath, nothing moved, there was no sound, other 
than the soft bubbling of water nearby. 


Reiram’s eyes locked on Zeriah, waiting. As he peered back at 
his defeated opponent right in the eye, Zeriah’s lips curled into 
a triumphant smirk. 


“T win.” 


Zeriah removed his weapon from Reiram’s throat and stepped 
backwards. He slid the two blades indulgently back inside the 
scabbard. 


Miste appeared out of nowhere. She jumped on Zeriah’s back, 
squeezing him passionately. 


“You were awesome!! That was incredible!!” 
Miste stole the sword from Zeriah’s hand, eyeing it with glee. 


“The way you handled it looked so cool! It worked perfectly! 
Gaah, I could just kiss you!” 


“Are you talking to me or the sword...?” 
Holly scuttled to the scene in Miste’s wake. 


“My heart was racing the whole time... Dilzin’s too! 
Congratulations, Zeriah!” 


“Thanks guys. Couldn’t have done it without you.” 


The townsfolk who had lingered to spectate the duel gifted the 
two swordsmen with applause and a few cool whistles. A bit of 
afternoon excitement was a welcome distraction. 


Reiram shoved his weapon back into its holster before turning 
to leave in silence. Zeriah reached after the man with a smug 
quip; in all honesty, he felt like a bit of gloating was deserved. 


“Aren’t you going to say something, or are you too 
embarrassed about losing to a bumpkin like me?” 


Reiram made a playful closing gesture with his fingers across 
his lips. 


“Oh, right! I told you to shut up... What I really meant was that 
you should stop being a jerk. I had no intention to silence you 
outright.” 


Reiram’s lips curved into a smirk. 
“Congratulations, Zeriah.” 


His voice sounded genuine; he gave the boy a nod with an 
approving gleam in his eyes. 


“Thank you, Reiram...” 
Holly danced and twirled around the plaza with her doll. 


“This has been the most exciting day ever! Wait until uncle 
gets to meet all of you!” 


Miste kneeled down to meet the little girl’s gaze directly. 


“Holly, Pm sorry, but I think it’s best if we just go to the inn 
with Reiram.” 


“Huh? Why?!” 


“Well, you see, Reiram is kinda shy, and antisocial, and tends 
to get grumpy. We’ve made some great progress on our 
friendship today, but I think it’s best not to exhaust him too 
much in one go.” 


“Oh...? Hmm... I think I get it...” 
“I knew you would.” 


“Boo... I would have liked to spend more time with you. But I 
guess you guys have a lot to do.” 


Holly kept staring at the ground with sorrowful eyes. Miste 
lifted her chin gently up. 


“Don’t worry, Holly, we’ll always remember you, as long as 
you promise not to forget about us. And I’m sure we’ll meet 
again someday.” 


“Of course Pll remember you! We both will! Right, Dilzin?” 
The doll in Holly’s arms wouldn’t confirm nor deny the fact. 


“He agrees, I know it! We’ll work on his shy streak, just like 
you do with Reiram. Let’s both do our best.” 


“Hihihi! Yes, let’s.” 


Holly headed towards the bridge where Miste and Zeriah had 
first found her. The little girl’s demeanor was exactly as one so 
young should be, a big smile guiding her way towards 
tomorrow as she enjoyed the new and exciting experiences 
coming her way. 


“Thank you for everything!” 


She stopped for a moment next to Reiram, offering him a 
smiling curtsy. 


“Be nice, Mister Reiram.” 


After one last cheerful wave, the little girl kept on her merry 
skipping and was soon gone. 


In a strange way, the trio of travelers felt like their group was 
suddenly missing something. 


“Nice kid.” 

“Pm so happy we could help.” 
“Grrhmm...” 

“Come on, Reiram, be nice.” 


Reiram’s stoic outside gave nothing away, although one could 
imagine that a grumpy soul such as his was squirming on the 
inside. 

“Shall we go as well?” 


* k * 
“What were you and Freyja talking about, Reiram?” 


“What do you mean?” 


“Before you changed the rules for the duel, you went quiet for 
a moment.” 


“Freyja asked me to be lenient with you. You would have stood 
no chance otherwise. She has become quite fond of you two 
bumpkins and would rather not see this party splitting just 
yet.” 


“Why did you agree?” 


“Because, she threatened that if I wouldn’t, she’d make her 
presence known to everyone in this town, to everyone I have 
ever met, and to everyone I’m ever going to meet.” 


“And you don’t want that?” 


“Of course not! We Astral Bearers don’t normally prance 
around showing off our abilities, lest we get some eccentric 
girl and her hot-headed boyfriend following us around.” 


Zeriah noticed a parallel between his own sword and the 
concealed powers of the Astral Bearers. The abilities granted 
by astra worked like hidden blades, anyone could be a Bearer 
in secret. Realizing this, the boy made a mental note to be on 
his guard from now on... 


“I guess I owe Freyja my thanks then.” 


“She can hear you just fine. She says — It’s nothing, you did 
great.” 


Miste clasped Zeriah’s hand while humming a cheery melody. 


“It was fun watching your swordplay, it’s been quite a while 
since last time.” 


“Pm glad you enjoyed it.” 


“You know, I think you’re starting to resemble Kai more and 
more every day.” 


“You really think so?” 

Reiram’s voice butted in between the couple. 

“Kai?” 

“My older brother. He’s a lieutenant at the Knights of 
Minerva.” 


“T see.” 


“Listen, Reiram, thanks for the match. It really was fun. Kai 
and I used to spar often before he joined the Knights, and... 
well... We haven’t seen each other in years now.” 


“Sure, kid, don’t mention it. It’s not like I really care either 
way.” 


Reiram picked up his pace, leaving the two youngsters to walk 
a bit behind him. 


“_..Keep doing what you do, Zeriah, and I’m sure you’ll make 
your brother proud one day.” 


Reiram’s surprisingly comforting words created a rush of 
confusion within Zeriah. That dissolved quickly, however, 
leaving a confident smile resting on his lips. The elder 
Adventurer could be a difficult man to deal with, but Zeriah 
couldn’t deny that he was also an excellent sparring partner. 


Crossing swords with Reiram had made Zeriah reveal his soul 
for all the world to see — and it seemed like a part of his soul 
had also found its way to some desolate corner inside Reiram’s 
own. 


VERSE #5: CHILD OF WILD 


Early the following morning, Miste, Zeriah and Reiram left the 
town of Llyra behind and headed towards south, into the 
untamed woodlands. The sounds of crashing water faded away 
fast, replaced by the swish of foliage beneath the travelers’ feet 
and the chirping of birds above them. Soon enough, after 
Llyra’s spacious and paved streets got switched for the thick 
bushiness of the wilds, Miste felt how each of her steps grew 
more taxing than the last. 


Should the group have decided to follow the winding country 
road that went alongside the river Jansk, they’d end up 
wasting over a week by looping through Zirinia’s eastern coast 
and the belt of small villages dotting the road. Conversely, 
according to Reiram, a trek through the wilds would cut down 
their travel time in half. Their next destination would be a 


town called Baltric. From there, they would reach their true 
goal, the city of Powderberg, by a railroad connection. 


The majestic mixed forest was unlike anything Miste had seen 
before. The massively thick trees lanced upwards dozens of 
meters, their tops curving and hugging each other to create a 
nigh impenetrable canopy of green high above the travelers. 
Only thin strings of sunlight managed to seep through to 
illuminate the way in the dusky woods. Many of the trees were 
ancient, their roots like shameless usurpers, poking out and 
rolling along the ground to extend their domain both above 
and underneath the soil. Thickets of gorgeously blooming 
flowers decorated the roots as they twirled around them with 
their veil of violet, blue, white. 


Admiring the ruggedness and grandeur of the surrounding 
nature got Miste thinking about how young the forests around 
Akrelion must have been by comparison. 


A sudden gust of wind blew from behind Miste, leaving her 
hair rustling with leaves. It felt strange, the burst of air was 
gone just as abruptly as it had appeared. Moreover, though the 
gust had been powerful enough to make the girl stumble a bit, 
she did not feel cold. 


A rustle in nearby thickets alerted Miste. She coiled stiffly 
around Zeriah’s arm. 


“What was that!?” 
“What was what?” 
“Over there!” 


The growth of flowers woven together with mammoth roots 
created a solid wall, hiding away whatever that was. 


Reiram motioned the youngsters to keep walking. 
“We should stay on the move. No time for sightseeing.” 
Miste discarded her slight startlement. 


I can’t afford to start hallucinating from exhaustion just yet. I 
got to toughen up! 


The trio had been walking for approximately an hour now. As 
they kept marching deeper into the woods, Reiram’s pace grew 
gradually slower; something about the surroundings bothered 
him. The Adventurer pulled his edge-rifle quietly out of its 
holster. 


“What is it, Reiram?” 
“Shush...! Don’t move.” 


Miste and Zeriah froze on their tracks. The trio was encircled 
by a sphere of silence and stillness, the entire forest turned 
into a living sculpture for a fleeting moment. 


Then — a step. 


The shifting stomp was awfully pronounced, like the one 
behind it was purposefully announcing their entrance. Who- 
or whatever the footstep belonged to, it had probably been 
following the trio for a while now and was finally done hiding. 


As the thicket right next to Miste and Zeriah sounded out an 
ominous growl, Reiram dashed at them and tackled them 
aside. 


“Get down!!” 
Everything happened too fast for the youths to react. 


From beyond the wall of ancient roots, an enormous creature 
leapt high in the air and landed right in front of Reiram. 


It was a mass of blindingly white fur, with thin legs ending in 
dagger-like claws, and a slim snout opening up to reveal sets of 
teeth that were like crumbled glass. Looming above the beast 
was its thick and snowy tail, arching aggressively over its back 
like that of a scorpion. The wolf, reaching the height of several 
meters, let out an earsplitting howl, and raised its paw for an 
attack. 


A shot from Reiram’s edge-rifle was sent crashing to the soil as 
the wolf slashed the weapon right out of his hand. A follow-up 
attack from the beast caught the defenseless Adventurer with 
its full might, swatting the man aside like a ragdoll. Reiram’s 
body crashed into a nearby tree with a brutal thump, leaving 
him to lay on the ground motionless. 


Once more, the Adventurer had saved Miste and Zeriah from 
certain demise. However, this relief was a fleeting one, for the 
danger was far from over. 


Zeriah stepped in front of Miste and drew his blade. 
“Run!!” 


Despite Zeriah’s command, Miste remained still. The girl was 
nailed where she stood by the monstrous wolfs piercing stare. 
The sauna-like breath of the wild animal was intense with the 
scent of death. A creature of this caliber would be too powerful 
for the two youngsters to face. They couldn’t run, they were 
trapped, and it would all be over soon! 


The wolf took a few careful paces towards the couple before 
leaping right at them with a deafening growl. 


“No!!!” 


Miste didn’t think. The whole world around her went blank as 
she reached forth from behind Zeriah. The gauntlet around 
her arm, housing the astra Yggdrazil, exploded into a flare of 
azure light. There was a cracking sound accompanied by a 
pitiful whimper - the energy from the gauntlet solidified into 
the shape of an enormous fist and collided with the wolf s 
gaping maw. The beast went tumbling over, shaking the woods 
with violent vibrations, enough to drive flocks of birds nesting 
up in the trees to abandon their dens. 


At the moment when the azure energy had formed in front of 
Miste and Zeriah to cover them, the fear-stricken girl felt 
something inside her getting sucked away. It was like an 
enormous straw had been hidden underneath the skin of 
Miste’s right arm, leading straight into the core of her 
existence. 


Feeling wobbly in her legs, Miste lowered to rest on her knees. 
“Are you alright, Miste?!” 


Everything started to fade into black. Miste was barely kept 
awake by Zeriah, who caught her to lean against his shoulder. 


From the corner of her eye, Miste saw how the monstrous wolf 
climbed up on its feet and approached them once more. She 
was too tired to move, and there was a rasping feeling in her 
gut that Yggdrazil’s power wouldn’t save them this time. 


Zeriah tried futilely backing away from the beast, with Miste 
slumped over his shoulder. 


Right then, just before the wolf got close enough to attack, a 
sharp zipping sound split the air from afar, getting closer 
within a beat of the wind. The object making the sound struck 
the earth and was left standing between the wolf and the two 


youths. It was an arrow, with black carbon fiber shaft and 
vivid-green fletching. 


Connected to the arrow’s shaft, there was a miniscule cylinder- 
shaped vial. From some inconceivably small crack in the vial, a 
mist of white smoke began seeping out. The cloud spread 
explosively, filling the air thick enough to block all visibility. 
The smell was revolting, resembling a bag of onions left to rot 
in the sun. 


As Miste and Zeriah got engulfed by the cloud of sickening gas, 
all they could make out was the outline of the great wolf 
turning on its heels and rushing away. The powerful steps of 
the beast grew softer fast, until they were far enough to vanish 
entirely from the soundscape of rustling woods and birds 
shrieking. 


Zeriah dragged Miste out of the cloud. It took both of them 
some serious strength of will to keep their breakfast down. 


“What the hell is this...!? Smells awful...!” 
“Tell me about it... urk... but at least we’re saved...” 


Eventually, the cloud of nausea dissipated. A gust of summer 
wind gathered up mixed scents from the forest flora to fill the 
youngsters’ lungs — fresh air had never tasted so pleasant! 


“Are you folks alright?!” 


The voice of a stranger came from above. Crouched in a 
nearby tree, there was a boy of strongly adolescent expression, 
the clean and soft outline of his face warm and welcoming. His 
hair was a mess, to put it bluntly; it swirled and coiled 
haphazardly like the nest of a waxwing. Peculiarly, one of his 
jagged strands of hair was painted bright-green. 


His simple and laid-back attire was covered in multiple 
pouches, straps and belts wrapping all around him, numerous 
enough as to question whether they were all necessary. 


Apparently, the straps and belts were designed to hold up a set 
of holsters and quiver which the boy carried on his waist and 
backside. The quiver on his left side had a multitude of 
colorful arrow fletchings sticking out. The holster on his right 
was reserved for a large crossbow currently resting in his 
arms. Although his equipment seemed back-breakingly 
weighty, the boy carried it effortlessly. 


The boy dropped down from the tree and straightened himself 
to full length — said full being slightly less than could be 
reasonably expected by the heavy build of his crossbow. Even 
for someone so young-looking, the boy was noticeably short; 
Miste could meet him directly eye to eye. 


The boy walked to meet his new mates with nonchalant steps. 


“No need for worry, guys, I reckon that doggie won’t be 
returning anytime soon.” 


“Thank you, you saved our necks!” 


“Nah, you seemed to be holding your own pretty decently from 
where I was standing. I merely helped.” 


Judging by the boy’s gleeful grin, it was impossible to tell if he 
was simply being modest or completely oblivious to the depth 
of trouble Miste and Zeriah had been in. 


“The name’s Dani Clement. Happy to meet some other folks in 
this neck of the woods. Lemme tell ya, it’s been a while since I 
saw much else than fluffy squirrels and friendly foxes... aaand 
that not-so-friendly wolfie.” 


“Pm Zeriah Walz.” 


“Pm Miste — just Miste.” 


Dani spent a quick moment scanning the couple from head to 
toe, a sly smile dangling on his lips. 


“So... Big-Z and Mystic-M -I love it!” 
“Big... Z?” 
“Mystic-M?” 


“Yeah, totally! Those are some sick nicknames, and on the first 
try no less! Sometimes I surprise even myself.” 


A deep silence filled the air — in place of the obvious question... 


“Oh, why, you ask? Well, we’re friends, aren’t we? All friends 
must have cool nicknames!” 


“Hmm, I can’t exactly argue with that logic. Right, Zeri?” 
“I believe logic left this conversation a while ago...” 


A groan from farther away alerted the three youths engaged in 
illogical banter. Reiram climbed on his feet, his injuries all 
healed up. 


“Lookie that, didn’t even notice ya there. Kinda weird place 
and time to be snoozing, isn’t it?” 


“Shut your trap... whoever you are...” 


Reiram stopped for an instant to glance at the trio of 
youngsters. 
“Oh, this is just fantastic, now there’s three of them!!” 
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After a quick session of hollering “Come on, guys!” and “Just for 
a sec!”, Dani managed to convince the group to come and rest 
at his camp. Well, it wasn’t so much a real campsite as it was a 


fizzled-out bonfire and a small crevice in the ground filled 
with twigs and leaves. 


“Here we are! Home sweet — not really — home!” 
“Looks... homey.” 

“Looks kinda rocky.” 

“Why exactly did you bring us here?” 


Dani strutted over to the not-really-home’s used-to-be-bonfire 
and started digging at the burnt soil where a thin curl of 
smoke still danced towards the sky. Buried underneath the 
grey ashes were lumps of something edible with a nice scent, 
and large leaves as wrapping. 


“Come, gather ‘round my friends. Grub is served!” 


Dani’s slowly roasted woodland ox was simply amazing. The 
meat ripped into bite-sized pieces even without a knife, and 
melted on the tongue. The modest seasoning of pepper and 
local herbs allowed the innate taste of the meat to shine 
trough. 


“This is delicious!” 
“Old family recipe.” 


Sitting down for a while to fill their tummies gave the group a 
chance to get better acquainted. 


Dani was dying to hear the story behind Miste’s flashy astral 
ability, along the group’s collective goals. Surprisingly, hearing 
about the mysterious Mr. Thunder Palms, Yggdrazil, and the 
group’s quest towards Powderberg only prompted simple “I 
see” answers from Dani. Even Freyja’s eventual appearance 
didn’t seem to faze the boy in the slightest. 


“When you spend a few years as an Adventurer, you’ll 
inevitably see all sorts of bizarre things.” 


“Wait... you’re an Adventurer too, Dani?!” 
“Sure, didn’t I mention it?” 


Dani took a moment to rummage through the various pouches, 
pockets and belts wrapping around his attire, and finally 
pulled out the emblem of Hex Nova. 


“Here’s the proof! I’ve been a certified Adventurer for a year 
or so now.” 


“You have to be eighteen to attend the trial... How old are you 
exactly?” 


“Why, I’m nineteen.” 


Were Dani not truly carrying the symbol of Adventurers, one 
would presume he was lying about his age. The boy’s character 
would suggest him to be fourteen at the most. 


“So, Big-Z, Mystic-M, my mates, what about you guys?” 
“Pm eighteen.” 
“Same.” 


“I see, guess that makes me your senior at the Guild. Don’t 
worry, I promise I won’t haze you guys too much, heh!” 


Reiram snorted mockingly. 


“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. They need to pass their 
trials first.” 


“Pfft, the trial is a cake walk! Trust me, you guys will do just 
fine.” 


Dani’s attention switched over to Reiram and the lady astra 
hovering beside him. 


“Always good the meet fellow Adventurer on the road. Sorry 
for not recognizing you, I don’t remember seeing you at the 
Guild.” 


“I seldom visit.” 


“Gotcha. A shame, really, wouldn’t mind spending more time 
in the presence of your partner. She’s a fine lady!” 


With her iridescent garb fluttering ethereally, Freyja closed 
the distance between her and Dani and sat down next to the 
boy. 


“What’s this I hear? You fancy little ol’ me?” 


“Just expressing my admiration for nature’s most beautiful 
creations.” 


“My, my, what a silver-coated tongue you have.” 
“Never told a lie in my life.” 


Freyja’s rainbow-like radiance intensified, pulsating. The astra 
wore a seductive smile as she crept closer to Dani. 


“Hmm, well, we seem to have a bit of a dilemma. For you see, I 
am bound to Reiram, so I go where he goes. I’m afraid that our 
fates cannot collide.” 


“A tragedy indeed. Yet fear not fair beauty, I shan’t forget 
thee.” 


Reiram let out a gruff laugh. 


“You are seriously hitting on her? Hate to burst your bubble, 
kid, but she is no more than a ghost. There’s no fun for you to 
be had there.” 


Dani grinned at Miste and Zeriah. 

“Man, your friend really does not get a joke, does he?” 
“Nope.” 

“Big nope.” 


Miste and Zeriah smiled at each other. Dani was clearly on the 
same wavelength as them. It was encouraging to meet an 
Adventurer who was a bit more welcoming than Reiram. 


Freyja glided through the air and back to Reiram’s side while 
sending Dani a playful flying kiss. 


“Honestly, Reiram, you could at least act like you are jealous.” 
“I know you too well to bother.” 


“Boo... you are no fun at all! A lady needs to hear sweet and 
caring words from time to time.” 


“And what would a spectral apparition know about what 
ladies need?” 


“Tsk! You’re one to talk, being the horrible, insensitive, self- 
centered portrayal of men that you are, hmpf!” 


Freyja’s pouting projection exploded into silvery dust and 
dissipated into the wind. 


Dani seemed a bit distraught by the lady astra’s sudden leave. 
“T hope I didn’t start anything between you two.” 


“Never you mind that. Freyja’s soul is eternally young — she 
makes it hard to keep up with her liveliness sometimes...” 


The trio of youths turned to stare at Reiram, all surprised by 
his remorseful and understanding words. Reiram cleared his 
throat before swiftly moving the conversation elsewhere. 


“You never told us what you were doing here in the first place, 
Dani.” 


“Didn’t I? Well, I’m sort of tracking that wolf from earlier.” 


Apparently, the enormous beast, an aurora wolf, had spent the 
last few weeks meandering dangerously close to Llyra, and it 
was Dani’s mission to get rid of it. He had received the mission 
through Hex Nova, by a request from the Mayor of Llyra. 


“So, you are a monster hunter.” 
“T prefer the term beast tracker myself...” 
Dani stared at the piece of grub he’d been nibbling on, solemn. 


“..For I usually favor not to hunt them, and they certainly 
aren’t monsters.” 


Miste turned to Zeriah in hopes of answers to Dani’s somewhat 
cryptic statement. He looked just as puzzled as she did. The 
pair remained quiet. 


Reiram snorted at Dani, subtly amused. 
“A hunter with a heart of gold? How quaint.” 
The two Adventurers locked gazes. 


“You don’t wish to kill the aurora wolf, for its meat is inedible. 
Am I right?” 


Dani’s expression lightened up. The boy gave his hair an 
awkward rustle. 


“Yeah, you’re right, Rei-Rei. That’s the gist of it. I mean, 
wouldn’t it be kind of a waste?” 


“_..Ret-Rel?” 


Suddenly, Miste jumped on her feet like a bouncing ball from a 
trampoline. All her drained energy had been restored by the 
filling meal. 


“Don’t worry, we’ll help you out, Dani!” 
“You will?” 
“We will?” 


“Of course! We owe him that. Dani saved our lives, not to 
mention offered us a meal, so it’s only fair we assist him on his 
quest.” 


Miste gave Zeriah a begging look. 


“Please, Zeri, we’re already sorta part of this. I’d really like to 
see this through.” 


“Alright then. I honestly expected nothing less from you.” 
Reiram drew the couple’s attention with a pronounced cough. 


“I assume I don’t get a say in this? Fine, whatever! I really do 
not feel like debating this with you anyway.” 


Dani peered around at the wonderful people who had 
suddenly dropped into his life. 


“Pm a bit overwhelmed... Thank you all! I’m sure that this’ll be 
a snap if we work as one!” 
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The party had been looking around in the woods for a better 
part of an hour. There was no sign of the wolf itself yet, 
although Dani was able to lead the group on the beast’s track 
by following a trail of fur that it had left in its wake. The way 
Dani managed to follow the thinly scattered strands of white 
hair amidst the thick undergrowth was rather impressive. 


Miste paced behind Zeriah who was leading the pack alongside 
Dani. Reiram was following the trio of youths a bit farther 
back. 


“Pm sure the wolf went this way. It can’t have gone too far.” 


“I know it’s kind of late to ask this, Dani, but do you have some 
sort of plan ready for when we find the wolf?” 


“None whatsoever. I already had one encounter with the wolf 
under my belt before I met you guys. I tried to shoo it using gas 
back then too, and clearly that didn’t work. It just scuttles off 
and comes back for more.” 


“What was that stuff anyway? It smelled horrible!” 
“Just a mixture of white thorn root extract and urine—” 
“Urine!?” 

“Uh-huh, from a mountain tiger.” 


“That aurora wolf is tough, PFI give it that. One sniff of that 
junk was plenty enough for me... Hey, wait a sec!! So we’re 
basically walking right back to being on tonight’s menu?! 
Should I get us a silver platter while I’m at it?” 


“Hehe, good one, Big-Z! But you are also correct, it’s starting to 
look grim, for if we don’t come up with an alternative... we'll 
just have to end the poor thing’s life.” 


Miste nudged her way between the boys. 
“It won’t come to that! We’ll think of something else!” 


Dani halted mid-step, like he had slammed against an invisible 
wall. Miste and Zeriah stopped a couple of paces after. 


“Something wrong?” 


“You guys hear that?” 
“Hear what?” 
“That... the cry...” 


Indeed, perking up their ears, Miste and Zeriah were able to 
pick up a distant echo. A whimpering howl coming from 
someplace deep in the forest. It was far too frail to be the 
aurora wolf they were after. Nevertheless, the party hurried to 
investigate the sound. 
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In the heart of the woods, the thickets and massive roots 
dispersed, revealing a sudden clearing, full of rugged boulders 
and bedrock. The area was like an enormous wound in the 
forest, grey and craggy and utterly devoid of life. 


The howls from earlier grew intense — a ghostly cry for help — 
resonating from stone; the moans were coming from inside the 
bedrock. The party tracked the noise through the clearing, 
dodging a series of narrow fissures in the rock. As they got 
right atop the howling, the source was revealed to be a deep 
cavern underneath immovable boulders. The tiny hole leading 
into the cavern was like a perfect trap crafted accidentally by 
the forces of nature themselves. 


It was pitch dark in the cave, other than the sparse beams of 
daylight trickling inside. A feeble trapped creature was shifting 
between the darkness and the light. It had a teensy mahogany 
nose tip, followed by a long snout covered in greyish-white fur, 
a pair of button-esque eyes, and two sharp ears reaching 
towards the sky. The thing was only the size of any common 
lapdog, like an extremely shrunk-down version of the wolf that 
had attacked the group earlier. 


Dani squatted by the hole. His face gleamed triumph and 
relief. 


“Yes! It’s all starting to make sense now!” 

“It is?” 

“Totally! This here is a cub of an aurora wolf.” 

Both Miste and Zeriah gandered down the hole. 
“Now that you say it... yea, it seems kinda obvious!” 
“So, is this like their nest or something?” 

Dani bounced back up, rustling his hair. 


“Nah! No way! My guess is that the little one simply stumbled 
into this hole and can’t get out. That would actually explain 
why the mother is being so hostile. It’s protecting the territory 
around the cub. I was wondering why the wolf was here all 
alone in the first place. You see, aurora wolves rarely breed. 
Normally, they are found only at the northernmost reaches of 
Zirinia, at the Boreal Peaks. Once the female finds a handsome 
partner to... well, mingle with, the mother wolf descends 
southward to give birth. The mother and its cub are supposed 
to return back home once the cub turns one.” 


Dani patted through his pouches and pockets, hunting for 
something excitedly. He dug out an extremely compact reel of 
wire, complete with a lock ring. He fastened the reel firmly 
upon the cluster of straps around his waist and legs. He 
yanked out a stretch of wire from the reel. The cable was thin, 
like shoestring, yet mighty sturdy, judging from the way it 
growled as Dani pulled it taut. There was a sleek crossbow bolt 
attached to the end of the wire - the climbing gear was 
designed to synergize with Dani’s weapon of choice. 


“Now all we have to do is hoist the cub out of the hole and 
arrange a happy family reunion with the mother. The wolves 
will return home, peace and prosperity will return, and my 
wallet grows two sizes thicker! Easy-peasy!” 


Dani offered the wire towards Miste and Zeriah. 
“So which of you wants to do the honors?” 


Zeriah was about to volunteer, but was cut off by Miste being 
half a second faster. 


“FII do it! I don’t think you'd fit anyway, Zeri.” 


“Hmm... you may be right. Looks like a tight squeeze. Just be 
careful in there, okay!” 


“Pm always careful.” 
“You know that’s not true...” 
“Heh! I love the enthusiasm, Mystic-M!” 


Dani lassoed the wire around Miste, and the girl descended 
down the hole. Little by little, Dani extended the wire lower 
and lower, while Miste sat on the rope like in a makeshift 
swing. 


Zeriah watched from the sidelines as Dani drilled his feet 
against the ground, acting as a counterweight for Miste. 


“You need help with that?” 
“Nah, Pm fine.” 


“There’s no shame in admitting it. Miste may be tiny, but she 
isn’t exactly a feather — let’s just say she has an insatiable 
sweet tooth.” 


Dani cracked a snickering smile. 


“Ouch! That’s brutal, Big-Z!” 

Miste’s pouty voice echoed from the hole. 

“T heard that!!” 

Miste made a mental note to have her revenge on Zeriah later. 


As Miste got closer to the floor of the cavern, the little wolf cub 
snarled defiantly while backing away. 


“Don’t be afraid, little fella, I’m not here to hurt you.” 


The ground snapped and crackled as Miste stepped on it; the 
cavern was littered with tiny bones. The mother wolf must’ve 
fed the little one by dropping freshly caught game inside the 
hole. Miste approached the cub whilst crouching, and offered 
her palm invitingly. 


“Come on, let’s get you out of this dark and dank place.” 


The creature kept growling at the strange arrival to its den. 
Although it sounded fierce, its gaze held no traces of the malice 
and frenzied bloodlust that had resided within the elder 
aurora wolfs eyes. The poor little thing was merely frightened. 


“You can trust me.” 


The wolf barked and whined, confused. It suddenly lunged at 
Miste’s palm and bit her fingers. Miste was startled by the 
sudden attack, yet she didn’t pull away. The wolf wasn’t biting 
hard, merely nibbling her. Its eyes remained locked on the girl, 
appraising her, studying her. Miste met the wolf s gaze with 
firm resolve. Soon, the wolf let go of Miste, whimpering, 
wagging its tail, and began licking her palm instead. 


Miste blossomed into smiling. 


“There, there. It’s alright.” 


She cradled the little one in her arms, receiving a moist lick 
across her face. The tiny wolf barked playfully, stealing Miste’s 
heart. 


“Aww! You are precious. What a perfect little ball of fur!” 


The ball of fur panted in a relaxed rhythm as the girl gave its 
belly a tickle. 


“Alright, guys! I got the cub! Pull us up!” 


Up on the surface, Dani activated the automated reeling 
function on the cable. The motorized reel began coiling back, 
hoisting Miste up alongside her tiny wolf cargo. Zeriah caught 
hold of Dani, adding his weight to the rescue operation — 
literally. 


Soon enough, Miste and the cub got safely out of the cavern. 
The trio of youths gathered around the creature, showering it 
with plentiful pets and scratches. The tiny wolf relished the 
attention, offering happy licks in return. 


“Baw, there’s a good doggo!” 


“It’s pretty cute. Pd actually prefer if all of them were like 
this...” 


“Don’t get too used to the sight, Big-Z, this one here is gonna 
grow big and mighty like its mother one day.” 


Suddenly, something in the surroundings stole the wolf cub’s 
attention; it tasted the air with its nose excitedly. The tiny 
furball struggled free from Miste’s arms, and jabbed its snout 
towards her satchel with keen hunger. Miste kneeled closer to 
the cub. 


“What’s up, little fella?” 


The wolf lunged at the satchel and snuggled its way inside. A 
happy growling resounded from within the bag. Soon, the tiny 
beast poked out of the bag anew, gnawing on a piece of 
succulent meat; Dani’s woodland ox cooked according to his 
family recipe, leftovers from lunch. 


“Ah, so you were just hungry! Poor little thing... Hey Dani, 
what do you think of that; seems like you gained another fan 
for your cooking!” 


“Heh! Pm certainly honored. After all, aurora wolves are 
known as the top gourmets of the animal kingdom.” 


“Are they really?” 


“...Well, no, but... the cub clearly has a sophisticated palate, so 
they should be!” 


Amidst relishing its undoubtedly exquisite meal, something 
else in the air drew the cub’s interest all of a sudden. It 
released a powerful howl, or at least as feisty as the teensy 
thing could muster. 


At that moment, there was a harsh scraping of rock... 
A powerful stomp... 
And a menacing growl. 


Less than fifty meters behind Miste, Zeriah and Dani, the great 
aurora wolf stood staring at them. It’s eyes gleamed hatred. It 
was amazing how silently the beast moved through the woods, 
and how resolute it was about alerting its prey before 
attacking. For now, it only loomed, watching, observing. Its 
snarls promised bloodshed. 


Despite the arrival of the enormous beast and its attention- 
dominating presence, another realization hit Miste; 
alarmingly, Reiram was nowhere to be seen. 


“Uhm... guys... when’s the last time either of you saw Reiram?” 


Zeriah glared at Miste from the corner of his eye, daring not to 
let the wolf escape his sight for more than a blink. 


“Shouldn’t you be more concerned about us at the moment?!” 
Dani spoke softly, almost whispering. 


“It’s all gonna be cool... just put the pup down... nice and 
easy...” 


Miste reached for the cub sitting snuggly inside her satchel — 
but it was already too late. Backed by a ravenous bark, the 
wolf launched into a run. Like shot out of a cannon, the beast 
grew Closer fast — too fast. 


“Oh, crap...” 


With no time to think, the trio of youths turned to run as fast 
as they could. They reached the edge of the rocky glade ina 
matter of seconds, and dived amidst the thickening woods, 
with the roars of a monstrous wolf snapping at their heels. 


The trio of youths gained a small lead from the beast by 
snaking around trees and sliding underneath the huge ancient 
roots littering the woodlands. The aurora wolf resembled a 
housecat chasing mice into their holes, as the escapees eluded 
it time and again. Even so, no matter how much the youths 
gave it their all, their mere human legs wouldn’t be able to 
outrun the animal in its natural habitat forever. This became 
all too clear as the heat from the wolf’s breath brushed closer 
to them step by step. 


In her terror-filled stupor, Miste had entirely forgotten the tiny 
wolf cub still cradled inside her satchel. The little one gave 
small alerting barks, unsure to Miste as to whom they were 
directed at. 


Zeriah inched closer to Miste while they dashed for their lives. 


“Why are you still carrying that thing?! It’s what the mother 
wants, right?! Just throw it away!” 


“Tm not gonna just throw it! What’s wrong with you?! What if 
it gets hurt?!” 


“Well, we gotta do something! Otherwise that beast is gonna 
rip us to shreds!” 


Dani vaulted over a cluster of roots — barely dodging the 
aurora wolf biting at him - and rushed alongside the couple. 


“You guys keep going, do not stop for whatever reason, Pl 
keep it busy!” 


Before he was fully done speaking, Dani halted and turned to 
face the wolf. 


Miste was about to reach for Dani, her voice dreading — but 
Zeriah caught her by the arm, forcing her to keep running. 


“Dani—No!!” 
“Come on! We can’t stop!!” 


While the couple continued their escape, Dani prepared to 
meet the wolf head on, for all the two seconds he was afforded. 
The beast reached Dani in an eyeblink and lunged furiously at 
him. 


“Tf it’s a fight that you want, a fights what you’ll get!” 


Dani took out one of his vials filled with gas, and threw it right 
at his feet. The explosion of thick white smoke engulfed both 
the wolf and the boy. Dani dashed out of the cloud, managing 
not to inhale any of the sickening air. The beast wasn’t quite so 
lucky; the creature wheezed and whimpered as its 
hypersensitive nose got violated by concentrated nausea. After 
escaping the cloud, the wolf glared at the two-legged nuisance, 
its breath rumbling the melody of murder. It launched for its 
prey. 

Dani began leading the wolf decidedly away from Miste and 
Zeriah. He afforded himself a pleased smirk. He had always 
been proud of his nimble feet. Even with all the weighty 
equipment strapped around him, he was confident in his 
ability to outrun close to anyone, or anything, daring to 
challenge him. That said, the aurora wolf was truly testing his 
mettle; the beast moved through the woods like a stalking 
shadow, coming at Dani from his flank, cutting his path from 
just the right angles, and drove him in the middle of a small 
clearing where there was nowhere to hide. The creature was a 
terrifying hunter, it knew exactly what it was doing. It 
rampaged towards Dani, and leapt at him with an open maw. 


Miraculously, Dani managed to roll out of the way of the attack 
— only to have the wolf pounce on him again. After dodging the 
follow-up attack with another sloppier roll, Dani ended up 
pinned to the ground by the wolf s paw grinding against his 
quiver. The eyes of the crazed creature flashed, celebrating the 
coming blood. A splatter of drool drizzled Dani’s face. 


“Ugh! Not good!” 


Dani swiftly detached his quiver from his belt and spun 
himself underneath the wolf just as its maw snapped close for 


the kill. He managed to scamper away while the wolf hopped 
and minced in place, trying to find its prey. As the beast got 
Dani in its sight anew, it dashed after him with ever-growing 
wrath. 


“A bit sloppy, but good enough is good enough...” 


Time and time again, the boy held on to his dear life with the 
assistance of his quick reaction and nimble feet. He hurried 
towards a mighty tree towering at the edge of the clearing. 


“Sorry wolfie, but I’m not gonna be on the menu!” 


While dashing, Dani pulled on the reel of wire dangling on his 
waist, and loaded the bolt at the end of the cable into his 
crossbow. He took aim swiftly and fired at the crown of the 
tree. Once the bolt drilled itself firmly upon its mark, the wire 
connected to Dani’s belt began reeling back. As the wire 
tightened rapidly, the boy was yanked off his feet and towards 
the treetops. He landed atop a high branch with the grace and 
agility of a flying squirrel. 


The aurora wolf nearly crashed against the tree while chasing 
Dani. It snarled furiously towards the boy up in the greenery. 


“Okay, alright, I get that you are angry, but this is getting 
ridiculous! Listen, we aren’t here to harm you or your pup! I 
mean, I did gas you... twice... or thrice... but can’t we just settle 
down and let bygones be bygones? If you’d just stop trying to 
murder us for like half a minute, we could hand over your cub 
in an orderly fashion!” 


Further away, Miste and Zeriah had stopped to catch their 
breath for a wee bit, watching as the wolf kept raving 
underneath Dani’s perch. 


“Dani’s gear... is Super neat... once this is over... I must... take a 
closer look-see...” 


“Let’s just focus on staying alive for the moment...” 


Realizing that Dani was out of its reach, the aurora wolf aimed 
its fury towards Miste and Zeriah instead. Startled, the couple 
scampered to flee. The creature raced after them through the 
woods. 


“Shits” 


Dani rushed after the wolf, leaping and climbing across the 
treetops, and launching himself incredible distances with the 
assist from his wire-arrow. 


Miste and Zeriah kept dragging the beast at their heels, while 
Dani zoomed past the canopy over them. The growling and 
furious stomps of the animal kept drumming closer and closer 
by the second. The act of running for their dear lives was 
quickly draining away at the couple. They both realized that if 
they didn’t change their approach soon, this would be the end 
of them. 


Zeriah spun around abruptly, drew his sword, and sliced at a 
young birch growing by their route. The single powerful swipe 
cut through the wood as if it were a cucumber. The tree fell at 
the wolf, nearly bonking it on the head, blocking the path 
between the animal and the fleeing couple. The thin whip-like 
branches lashed at the wolf, making it growl in surprise. 


The small hindrance created by Zeriah gave him and Miste 
barely a second to breathe; the wolf leapt high over the tree 
and landed right in front of the couple. It growled and snarled, 
endless ire in its eyes, and jumped at them. 


Miste activated the power of Yggdrazil, summoning the usual 
enormous fist of azure energy. She swung her arm with all her 
might and slapped the wolf aside. In the same instant, she felt 
the same sensation as the last time she had used the ability, 
her strength fading fast. The energy construct shattered, and 
Miste’s entire being turned heavy and sluggish. It was a 
struggle to keep herself standing. 


As it had already become clear, the aurora wolf’s fury wouldn’t 
let up. It shook off Miste’s attack and came at its prey once 
more. Zeriah dragged Miste to move. The couple ran as fast as 
they could, but it would be a futile struggle in a matter of 
seconds. 


Up in a nearby tree, Dani rummaged his pouches filled with 
various lures, traps and other hunting contraptions - finally 
finding a spherical device split into several sectors, like a 
tennis ball made of metal. He activated the device by spinning 
two of the sectors around their axis, unleashing a rapidly 
rising hum, and threw the thing right at the wolf. 


“No you don’t!” 


The orb cracked open with explosive force, unleashing a large 
net. The beast ran straight into the trap and got tangled inside 
the strands of tightly-woven wire. A storm of crazed snarling 
echoed across the woodlands as the wolf squirmed around, 
gnawing and clawing at the net. 


“That’ll hold it! Now, Mystic-M, let the cub go!” 


Miste and Zeriah had gained some distance from the 
rampaging creature and were now resting against one 
another. Miste scooped the tiny wolf from her satchel and 
placed it on the ground like it was a priceless antique vase. 


“There, now go to your mommy and tell her that we mean no 
harm.” 


The cub gazed at its mother in the distance, barking and 
whining. The enormous beast heeded no mind to the calls of its 
young, only growing more furious by the second. The tiny one 
trembled away, murmuring meekly. It turned to Miste, glint of 
confusion and fear swirling in its eyes. 


“Wha-? No, no, no! Go! Your mommy is going to eat us if you 
stay here.” 


“PII handle this!” 


Zeriah picked up the tiny creature and headed towards the 
enormous wolf that was still struggling against the net. 


“Be careful, Zeri...!” 
“T will.” 


Dani remained squatting at his elevated post, keeping an eye 
on the rampaging wolf. He reached for his quiver, hoping to 
load up his crossbow just in case, but realized that he’d left it 
lying amidst the woods after his scuffle with the beast. 


“,..Don’t get too close now, Big-Z.” 


Zeriah inched towards the mother wolf with soft and calm 
steps. After getting relatively near, he began lowering the cub 
to the ground while keeping his gaze locked on the snarling 
parent. 


“You see? It’s all okay. We only want to help.” 


The aurora wolf was too blinded by wrath to notice what 
Zeriah was trying to do. 


From farther away, Miste could hear snapping sounds coming 
from the net that held the frantic beast within. Suddenly, by 
sheer rage-fueled determination, the wolf managed to rip a 
hole into the net, and squirmed free. The enormous beast 
rushed at Zeriah - the boy froze from shock. 


For a fraction of an eyeblink, time seemed to slow down, and 
the world inside Miste’s view kept narrowing down, filling 
with blackness, until all that she could see was the outline of 
Zeriah, and a white mass of gleaming-sharp claws and teeth 
and death. An explosive cry broke from Miste’s lips, as she 
thought that this would be the last time she’d see Zeriah alive. 


“Zeri!!! No!!!” 
This was all she could do, just watch. 


Then, out of nowhere, something dashed between Zeriah and 
the wolf. There was a flutter of a brown coat, followed by a 
blunt object smacking against the wolfs snout. Reiram had 
rushed in and landed a direct hit on the aurora wolf with the 
butt of his edge-rifle. 


While the wolf was still reeling from the first attack, Reiram 
gave the beast another beating with the blunt of his weapon. 


“Settle down, you! That’s quite enough already!” 


The elder Adventurer positioned himself to guard Zeriah and 
the cub in his arms. The tiny wolf whimpered, frightened, 
burying its snout against Zeriah. 


For all its overwhelming strength and fury, in the end, the 
aurora wolf was merely a creature of flesh and bone; even it 
had its limits. The wolf panted like a plow horse forced to work 
for days on end without rest. The ground beneath it got 


drenched as gushes of drool cascaded from its gaping maw. 
Despite its waning strength, the beast was primed for battle; it 
remained in low stance, ready to pounce at Reiram at any 
moment, its eyes burning ever-hateful, its growls promising 
carnage. And yet, Reiram returned the gaze of the beast with 
no thirst for conflict, only unwavering resolve. He opened the 
cylinder of his rifle, dropped each of his bullets to the ground, 
and threw his weapon aside. The elder Adventurer left himself 
completely exposed, spreading his arms wide to cover the boy 
and the tiny cub behind him. 


“Your spirit has poisoned you! It has made you blind! This has 
to end!” 


The same exact reaction sparked through Miste, Zeriah and 
Dani. 


What is Reiram thinking?!! Why would he... ?! 


Reiram kept staring at the aurora wolf as it snarled at him. The 
wolf lifted its paw high in the air, preparing for a swift and 
easy victory over the defenseless man. Reiram did not waver, 
only gazed at the beast. 


“'..Remember your true purpose!” 


Panicking, Dani loaded his crossbow with his wire-arrow, 
aiming for the wolf’s neck — a last resort. 


Reiram’s voice boomed louder than any of the howls that had 
shaken the tranquility of the forest that day. 


“Put that toy down, Dani!! Everything will be alright! We will 
do this right, the way that you wanted!” 


The younger Adventurer lowered his weapon, dumbfounded. 


At that moment, something incredible happened! 


The aurora wolf dropped its paw gently to the ground. The 
beast brought its long snout close to the elder Adventurer still 
staring at it. A gentle sniff from the wolf created enough air 
current for the coat on Reiram’s shoulders to flutter lightly. 


No one dared to move or let out a sound while the aurora wolf 
leered at the man. 


And then, just like snow melting from the branches of a tree at 
the coming of spring, the eyes of the wolf undressed their veil 
of hatred, softening into deep pools of warmth. A long and 
passionate lick from the wolf covered the whole front side of 
Reiram in thick saliva. The wolf’s hostile snarls got replaced by 
soft barking and wags of tail reminiscent of its young cub. It 
poked Reiram with the tip of its nose, letting out a frail whine, 
like it was apologizing. 


“Ugh... there, there, it is all quite alright...” 
Reiram stepped aside while wiping the gooey slime off his coat. 
“Your pup is unharmed. We aren’t enemies.” 


The mother wolf let out a calling sound, something between a 
growl and a whimper. Upon being summoned, the tiny wolf 
struggled free from Zeriah’s arms and galloped for its mother. 
The two wolves traded soft rubs against each other’s snouts 
and loving licks on the fur. The adult aurora wolf laid down on 
the ground, and the youngling began playing around its 
mother, climbing and skipping all over the large animal. 


Miste rushed for Zeriah and jumped against him, squeezing 
him with crushing intensity. 


“You made me so scared!! Thank goodness you’re okay!” 


“Yea, I ended up alright, thanks to Reiram.” 


“Don’t mention it, kid.” 


Dani dropped down from his perch and came running to join 
the others, passing by the playful pair of wolves. 


“Whew... That was a ballsy gambit, Rei-Rei!” 


“How about — in exchange for me coming to save your necks — 
you don’t call me that anymore?” 


Dani responded only with a crafty grin — no promises made. 


The gang admired the two wolves caught in the bliss of their 
reunion. To Miste, it felt as if the beastly adult aurora wolf had 
been switched for a different animal altogether — the motherly 
love and soft embraces it showered upon its tiny cub brought 
Miste vivid memories of Sasha. 


“Now this is much better! A happy family! ...But how’d you get 
the mother to calm down, Reiram?” 


“T didn’t, not really. In the end, the beast found the strength 
within herself.” 


“HOw SO... ?” 


Dani stepped forth, swatting his hand at the sky, like asking for 
a turn to speak. 


“I think I can answer that, Mystic-M! If it’s all the same to you 
Rei-Rei?” 


“Tsk, knock yourself out.” 


“Thanks! You see, aurora wolves are in many ways shrouded 
in mystery. Not much is known about their way of life back in 
their true home at the Boreal Peaks. However, one fascinating 
phenomenon has been widely documented that’s entirely 
unique to them -it’s been dubbed The Spirit of The Wolf. 
Whenever the wolf is under dire stress, it lulls itself into a sort 
of trance, sharpening its senses, amplifying its strength, and 
hardening its resolve upon a single goal. Basically, it primes 
itself upon chasing a singular goal. It is an immense source of 
might, but it also comes with risks. As we just saw, The Spirit of 
The Wolf can sometimes end up taking over the aurora wolf 
completely, distorting the mission the beast initially set out to 
do, turning it into a mindless slave to its most basic instincts.” 


Dani slammed Reiram on the back. 


“Rei-Rei’s move was a big gamble! To try and shake the wolf 
free from its trance by just glaring at it and telling it to calm- 
the-hell-down? Man, you really are something special. Color 
me impressed!” 


“The kudos is appreciated... Now if only you could learn my 
name properly...” 


Next to Reiram, there was a brilliant dance of light against tiny 
fragments of diamonds and silver, signifying the emergence of 
Freyja’s projection. The astra appeared with a peppy 
expression and joined the others watching the happy family 
reunion. 


“It’s so sweet, makes me want to cry!” 

“Kindly reminder, you don’t have tear ducts, Freyja...” 
“You cry in my stead then, Reiram.” 

“Buzz off.” 


The lady astra swayed towards her partner, her gaze gliding 
coyly across the ground between them. 


“Are you still mad about earlier?” 
“What are you on about? I was never mad at you.” 


“Truly? Oh, Reiram! I’m so sorry for calling you a horrible, 
insensitive, self-centered, pigheaded man...” 


“You never called me pigheaded.” 


“Yes, but I thought about it... But you really are none of those 
things, you were so courageous just now. Will you forgive me, 
partner?” 


“Didn’t I just say that I was never mad at you in the first 
place... Ugh, fine... I forgive you.” 


Freyja rubbed her cheek against Reiram in a jocular manner. 
“Tee-he-he! Thank you! Let’s never fight like this again.” 


Reiram’s reply got lost somewhere amidst his annoyed 
muttering. 


Seeing Freyja getting frisky with her partner incited Miste to 
take Zeriah by the hand and lean against his shoulder. The girl 
received a kiss on the top of her head in return. 


“So, I guess the aurora wolves will be leaving now?” 
“Yeah, they’ll continue on north. To home.” 


After playing for a while longer, the two wolves took their 
leave. The mother wolf let out a slowly rising howl, 
triumphant in tone. The tiny cub tried imitating its parent to 
the best of its ability. After gracing the group of humans with 
one last soft look, the two canine creatures were on their way 
and soon disappeared among the forest’s green. 


“Hmm... It suddenly feels kinda empty without those fur-balls 
around, doesn’t it?” 


“I for one am perfectly fine not being mauled, thank you.” 
“Pm just glad everything worked out so well.” 


“By the way, where the heck were you anyway, Reiram? You 
just up and disappeared back there!” 


“I was taking a leak.” 
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After a hijinks-filled day in the woodlands, the soundscape of 
splashing water and drumming footsteps along paved streets — 
which was characteristic of Llyra — felt marvelously relaxing. It 
was like the town was welcoming the group back with open 
arms. Even though it had been only a brief parting, to Miste, 
something about the town already felt nostalgic and warm. 


“There really is something about being chased by a 
humongous wolf through the woods that gives perspective to 
life, y know, makes you appreciate the small things.” 


Zeriah gave Miste’s hair a teasing ruffle. 
“Small things? Like not getting eaten alive?” 
“Among other things.” 


From the rows of humbly architectured houses, a single 
doorstep stood out; an elevated stairway expanding in a fan- 
shape, surrounded by swirling iron railing and gate, leading to 
a mighty wooden door with hand-carved ornamentations of 
pinecones and leaves. 


“Here we are, the Mayor’s abode. Thanks for seeing me off 
guys.” 
“It was nothing, Dani.” 


“Yeah, sure, it’s not like we already wasted an entire day 
mixed in canine family drama, so why don’t we escort the not- 
hunter back to collect his reward while we’re at it! It’s not like 
we have places to be.” 


“You were the one who didn’t want to debate it, Reiram, so 
pipe down!” 


Dani’s hand was already upon the doorknocker when he 
suddenly turned to face the group. 


“Why don’t you guys come along and share the glory!” 
“You might as well share some of the coin while you're at it...” 


Miste and Zeriah pretended like they hadn’t heard Reiram’s 
comment. 


“Sure, we’d love to!” 


After giving the door a knock, the group was soon greeted by 
the Mayor’s personal assistant. He led the visitors upstairs, to 
the office of the master of the house. 


The inner decor matched the front of the residence; the hand- 
carved motif of leaves and pines continued throughout the 
house’s battens and the staircase leading to the upper floor. 
Other than the artistic expression of the architect, not much 
effort had been put to flourish the interior further; both the 
furniture and simple wallpaper were purely functional and 
plain looking. 


The Mayor’s office itself was dank and cluttered. A set of 
bookcases draped the walls, filled to the brim with identical 
folders. Some of the files were sticking out haphazardly. Even 
more folders were stacked atop the desk placed at the center of 
the room. There wasn’t even a window -not a chance that a 
speck of life from outside could ever seep inside the cave-like 
workstation. 


The man sitting at the center of the room, illuminated barely 
by an oil lamp on the wall behind him, had his face buried in 
his desk. He riffled through a set of papers, quickly scribbling 
something on each of them. Upon realizing that he had 
company, the man dropped his reading glasses on the desk 
and gave his pair of tired eyes a rub. 


“Mr. Clement... you are back. With good news, hopefully...” 
“Sure am Mr. Mayor sir!” 


Dani spoke briefly, informing his employer about the basics of 
what had transpired that day. Throughout the report, the 
Mayor kept tapping down on his desk with his pen. 


“I see. That’s that then... Thank you for your services, Mr. 
Clement.” 


The Mayor tossed an envelope on the desk. Dani jumped for 
the wrapper with a ravenous gleam in his eyes. 


“Yoink! The pleasure was all mine. Don’t be shy to call me 
again if-” 
Dani stopped for a moment as he went through the stack of 


bills inside the envelope. 


“Uhm... There seems to be some sort of mistake, this is only 
half of what I was promised.” 


“Is it? Seems fair, considering you only did half the job. Your 
contract was to kill the wolf, was it not?” 


“Yeah...” 
“And is it dead?” 
“No...” 


“Then we’re on the same page, no? How can I even be certain 
that the monster won’t return? You should be grateful of my 
generosity.” 


Listening to the conversation made Miste fidget in revulsion — 
the Mayor’s words were like spiders crawling around her 
body. Miste stomped forth in a flash of anger and slammed her 
hand on the Mayor’s desk, making a pile of folders fall over 
and drop to the floor. 


“That is a load of bull!” 


The Mayor peered down to the floor with an annoyed frown, 
seemingly more concerned about the scattered paperwork 
than the upset girl’s foaming. 


“Such manners...” 


“Sure, Dani didn’t kill the wolf — so what?! Anyone can just go 
and shoot a defenseless creature, but we found a way to 
resolve the problem without bloodshed. Dani deserves at least 
the promised reward for that alone!” 


“Listen, missy, I don’t know who you are, but this has nothing 
to do with you. Your friend here is an Adventurer, and his 
contract is with me. I could take this matter to Hex Nova 
should I wish so, and seeing as Mr. Clement did not come 
through with my request, I have no doubt that the Guild would 
agree with me.” 


“But that’s... how...” 
Dani tapped Miste gently on the shoulder. 
“Calm down, Mystic-M. It’s alright.” 


“No! It’s not alright! You did good job, and you deserve your 
reward. What if you had just went and killed the aurora wolf — 
there’d now be a tiny orphan cub all alone in the world!” 


“Miste...” 
“Is it... Is it so wrong to respect life? What’s wrong with you!?” 


The words pouring from Miste brought a veil of tears in her 
eyes. She was quick to suck them back, however. It was not her 
place to show weakness, no matter how awful she felt for 
Dani’s sake. 


Zeriah closed Miste inside his embrace and led the girl aside. 
“Let it go, Miste.” 


“Its just not fair!” 


Just then, a set of footsteps approached from the hallway 
outside the office, skipping merrily and full of life. The familiar 
voice of a young girl chimed past the door to announce her 
entrance. 


“What’s all the commotion, Uncle Damien?” 


A surprise, a pleasant one at that, but a surprise, nonetheless. 
Holly marched into the office, carrying her stuffed toy, Dilzin, 
cradled in her arms. 


“Holly, sweetie, I’m working at the moment.” 


The little girl ignored the Mayor’s comment entirely upon 
noticing the familiar faces filling the room. 


“Miste! Zeriah! And Mister Reiram too!” 
“Hi, what a surprise to see you, Holly!” 


Holly strutted for the desk and began tugging her uncle’s — the 
Mayor’s — sleeve in a fit of excitement. 


“Uncle, uncle, these are the people I told you about! They saved 
Dilzin!” 


A collection of confused and queasy looks filled the room. 
Holly, who was entirely out of the loop, continued tugging her 
uncle’s shirt. 


“What’s going on?” 


“Well, sweetie, I have some business with these people, or 
rather had. They were just leaving.” 


“But... why’s everyone looking so upset?” 


There came no answer to the little girl’s inquiry, for no one 
dared to start accusing her uncle of being a stingy prick. 


“Uncle Damien... you are trying to swindle them, aren’t you?” 
Holly was amazingly perceptive! 

“No, I’m not, they—” 

“Is he trying to swindle you, Miste?” 

“Not exactly...” 

“No need to be polite, I see what’s going on.” 


Holly gave her uncle an icy glare, her cheeks puffing into a 
pouty expression. 


“Uncle! You give these nice people what you owe them - right 
now!” 


“But, Holly, you must understand—” 

“No buts! Do you want me to hold my breath? You know I’ll do 
it.” 

“No, please don’t.” 


The way Holly inhaled deep and pressed her lips tightly shut 
while continuing to shoot her dirty look towards her uncle was 
at the same time adorable and a little bit frightening. After a 
moment, her skin started to turn pale, a slight twitch tugging at 
her eyelids. 


“Alright, alright, you win! Just stop for goodness sake!” 
Holly would not quit just yet. 


The Mayor pulled a stack of cash from his desk and jammed 
the money in Dani’s hand. 


“There, that’s the whole reward! Now please, Holly, stop that 
nonsense.” 


Holly resumed breathing with a heavy swoosh. She looked 
close to collapsing from the lack of oxygen. After catching her 
breath, the girl gave her uncle a soft peck on the cheek. 


“Thank you, uncle!” 


After murmuring something unintelligible under his breath, 
the Mayor gave his neck an awkward rub, avoiding the gazes 
of his mistreated guests. 


“Pm... sorry.” 


The look that Damien Marenque laid upon his niece was 
honestly rueful. 


“You did help my Holly before, and I am grateful for that. She 
is the light of my life. I really do feel ashamed of my conduct, 
but you must understand, it’s a tough economy nowadays...” 


The room fell silent for a while. All eyes got fixed on Dani. He 
glanced around in confusion before realizing that everyone 
was waiting for his approval. 


“It’s all cool by me.” 

The young Adventurer gave Holly a sunny smile. 

“Thanks, little missy, you’re alright!” 

“Happy to help. All friends of my friends are also my friends.” 
“Couldn’t agree more.” 


As the group made their leave, Holly skipped next to Miste and 
wrapped herself around the older girl. 


“Hehehe! You said that we’d meet again, and here you are.” 
Miste gave Holly a deeply affectionate pet on the head. 


“And it won't be the last time, I’m sure of it.” 


“Good luck on your journey, all of you.” 


The group left the Mayor’s residence behind with lightness in 
their hearts. Sometimes, a passing acquaintance could prove 
itself to be so much more. This would definitely not be the last 
time they heard of Holly Marenque. 
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The sun was beginning to settle behind Llyra’s rooftops. While 
the group headed for the town inn, they got to enjoy a brilliant 
flaming dance of orange as the skies painted the river flowing 
through Llyra into a stream of beautiful amber. 


“Wooh, what a day! Dinner’s on me tonight, guys!” 
“Sounds good to me.” 
“Tve never turned down a free meal in my life.” 


“Yes, I believe that our great huntsman owes us another meal — 
compensation for all the trouble and lost time.” 


Dani stopped to stare at the amber nectar that was the river, 
mesmerized. The boy walked to the edge of the street and 
squatted lower to get a closer look at the stream. Miste joined 
Dani, kneeling down next to him, wondering what could 
possibly be so intriguing. 


“What are you looking at?” 
“There.” 


The young Adventurer pointed for the river and began slowly 
sliding his finger downstream. Miste couldn’t find what Dani 
was seeing. At the spot where Dani stopped his tracking, there 
was a swarm of dragonflies fluttering just above the waterline, 
near one of the many bridges arcing over the river. 


“',.Aaaaaand, now!” 


A carp leapt out of the water, its scales shimmering blindingly 
in the orange light. The fish caught one of the dragonflies in its 
gaping maw before vanishing back beneath the waves. 


A Satisfied smirk flashed on Dani’s face. 


“Its funny when you think about it. All those fish that swim 
through this town, they have no idea that any one of them 
might end up caught on some fisherman’s hook. The ones that 
avoid ending up as dinner simply swim along, continuing their 
journey towards the unknown. They are the lucky ones, and 
they don’t even realize it.” 


“I guess you’re right.” 


Dani peered for Miste’s gaze, then over his shoulder at Zeriah 
and Reiram, then back at Miste. The boy was smiling, and 
although the joy on his face was genuine, there was a speck of 
sorrow hiding underneath it. 


“You guys, each of you put yourselves on the line for my sake 
today.” 


Dani turned once more to look at the river; the amber flow 
that would never stop, no matter how long one would stay and 
observe it. 


“I can’t tell how many times I’ve spent a day like this, narrowly 
avoiding trouble. All Pm sure about is that this day has been 
one of the most fun, exciting, and special I’ve ever had, and PU 
never forget it.” 


Dani paused, gathering his thoughts, before standing back up. 
Miste followed his example. 


“I guess what I’m trying to say is that, if it’s okay with you 
guys, I’d like to come with you to Powderberg and help out 
with your quest.” 

Miste’s lips curled high. 

“Of course it’s okay! In fact, it’s awesome! Right, Zeri?” 

“I see no problem here. What about you, Reiram?” 


A roll of the man’s eyes told all that needed to be known. 


“Tch, it’s cute that you asked... as if I had any say on the 
matter. Do as you wish.” 


Miste took Dani by the hand and began leading the boy 
towards his new travel companions. 


“Then it’s settled! Welcome aboard, Dani.” 
“R-Really?! You'll have me along?! Thanks, you guys!” 


With her free hand Miste grabbed Zeriah along. The girl 
headed towards the inn with a pronounced strut, dragging the 
two boys behind her. Should Miste have been blessed with a 
third hand, she would have extend one for the elder 
Adventurer grumping behind the trio of youths as well. 


“Tonight’s dinner will be a celebratory feast in honor of new 
friendships!” 


Dani had described the day as one of the most special he’d 
ever had, and Miste couldn’t agree more. Day by day, Miste’s 
journey was shaping out to be just like she’d always imagined 
it: full of new friends, exciting exploits and laughter. 


Miste broke into gleeful humming, harmonizing with the 
tempo of her strut. 


“Hm... hm... soon... soon... awesome stuff to tinker with... 
secrets of the arrowsmith...” 


“Uhm... Mystic-M? Is everything alright?” 
Zeriah let out a teasing snicker. 


“She’s just happy, because now that you’re traveling with us, 
she’ll have all the time in the world to examine your gear.” 


“My gear?” 


“Just don’t let her start dismantling your crossbow, there’s no 
guarantee she'll put it back together.” 


“Right... PII be sure to remember that.” 


Miste threw a devilish grin towards Dani, sticking her tongue 
out mischievously. 


“Now, now, no being stingy! Friends are supposed to share 
everything, right?” 


“Oh boy...” 


The day had shown that no matter what life brought forth, no 
matter how dire the situation, there would always arrive an 
answer, as long as there were friends for one to lean on! 


VERSE #6: IN BLOOM 


The next day, the group left the comforts of Llyra behind and 
embarked yet again into the wilderness, towards south, and 
the town of Baltric. Compared to before, the journey went by 
at a much smoother pace. Dani guided the group along a series 
of animal trails; the well-trampled path kept their steps light. 
The summer days of Zirinia were long, and by the time the sun 


began its slow descend beyond the treetops, the party of 
travelers had already made good progress. At this rate they’d 
reach Baltric in three days’ time. 


The group set up camp after finding a suitable spot amidst the 
thick woodlands. Clusters of rugged roots rolling above the 
ground formed a circle of isolated serenity amidst the forest. 
In truth, the spot was almost too perfect, like nature had 
crafted it just for them. Dani got the bonfire crackling in a 
flash, while Miste and Zeriah gathered patches of moss for 
makeshift bunks for everyone. 


Dinner consisted of crackers, bits of cheese, and dried strips of 
meat; simple rations the group had purchased from Llyra. To 
add a bit of festivity to their first night in the great outdoors, 
Miste brought out the treats Berryjam had gifted her back in 
Akrelion. The assortment of handmade chocolate bonbons sold 
like hotcakes, and tasted the best they ever had. 


“This is it, Zeri, our last nibble of Akrelion.” 
“Heh, if that’s the way you wanna put it.” 
“Mmmh, I’m gonna miss this taste!” 


Dani lounged lazily across his moss bed. The boy smooched his 
fingers loudly after chowing down his treat to the last crumb. 


“Gotta say, this Berryjam of yours sure knows her stuff!” 


Dani turned his attention towards Reiram, who was sitting 
apart from the rest of the group while cleaning his edge-rifle. 


“You should really have a taste, Rei-Rei, these are something 
else.” 


“No, thank you... And I already told you to cease with that 
stupid nickname!” 


“Suit yourself. Pl have seconds, please!” 


While munching on another bonbon, Dani kept chatting his 
elder colleague. 


“Come to think of it, you barely touched your share of the 
rations, and you hardly ate anything yesterday either. Do you 
like not get hungry or something, y’ know, being immortal an’ 
all?” 


“You can think of my astral ability as extreme healing factor; 
my cells keep rejuvenating themselves constantly. That is also 
why I don’t age. The ability requires fuel however, so I eat and 
sleep the same as anyone.” 


“Why not have a taste then?” 
“I do not care for sweets.” 
“Heheh! Well, who saw that one coming, am I right?” 


Reiram kept rinsing his weapon, disinterested. Freyja sat next 
to her partner, pretending to lean upon his shoulder. The lady 
astra’s projection wasn’t actually physically there, obviously, 
for she was no more than a phantom, yet according to her, she 
felt most comfortable like this, resting amongst her 
companions. Not that any sane person would complain having 
Freyja present, she was a sight to behold; a lady most 
voluptuous in her dreamlike iridescent garb. She aimed one of 
her lovely ethereal smiles at Dani, winking. 


“You be sure to relish the treats for the both of us!” 
“Will do!” 


Freyja snuggled a bit closer to Reiram, swiveling his beard 
with the utmost tips of her ghostly fingers. 


“You see, Pm the only sugary treat Reiram needs in his life! 
Tee-he-he!” 


The elder Adventurer grunted something under his breath in 
retort. 


Seeing as he clearly wouldn’t get much banter out of Reiram, 
Dani switched to chatting Miste and Zeriah instead. 


“Man it must’ve been nice having the local baker as a personal 
friend — I can just imagine all the perks!” 


“Isabelle has always been super awesome to us. To everyone, 
really. She’s the type who’s always handing out samples and 
gifting away leftovers. I hear from Sasha that she barely makes 
a profit with her bakery. Her only goal is to bring joy with her 
bakings. She’s such a caring, loving person.” 


“It’s never a generic how-do-you-do with her. She’s always 
interested to know what’s up. She’s always there, ready to 
listen others talk about their troubles, with a cup of tea and an 
oven-fresh goodie on the side.” 


“Yeah, she’s like a sweet big sister to the entire town! And her 
bakery is the sweet nougat core of Akrelion! She’s the type 
who makes you feel warm and comfy and homey just with a 
smile.” 


“To be fair, she ain’t the only gal in town with that ability.” 


Zeriah smooched Miste on her temple. She giggled a tad coy, 
and pecked him quickly on the lips in return. 


Dani laid on his back, gazing at the velvety night sky slowly 
lighting up with a belt of stars one after the other. 


“I like the sound of Akrelion... small... safe... relaxing... a 
community of nothing but neighbors...” 


A brief breeze brushed past the campsite. Miste hugged her 
knees into a bundle, and nudged herself closer to the bonfire. 
The summer night was getting just cool enough that it could be 
reasonably called chilly. The dancing blaze thawed her right 


up. 
“So, Dani, what’s your home like?” 


“Yours truly was born ‘n’ raised in Magna Crux - The Great 
Lance that Pierces the Heavens — the metropolis that puts all 
other metropolises to shame. I’m a city boy through and 
through, if that’s what you mean. To be more precise, about 
home and stuff, well, I don’t exactly have one anymore...” 


Nearly unprompted, Dani shared a brief tale about his life. As 
it turned out, his story was one of tragedies and 
perseverance... 
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Years ago, Dani’s family — his mother, father, and elder sister 
Marlene — had once lived in a grand villa which had belonged 
to the Clement family for generations, residing at the upper- 
class part of Magna Crux. His father was part of Hex Nova, a 
monster hunter, like his father before him, and his father 
before him. The trade went back in the family since times 
unrecorded. 


When Dani was but a newly grown sprout, barely old enough 
to walk, his mother had one day left their family, all of a 
sudden. There had been no note, no warning, no explanation, 
she’d simply packed her things and disappeared. The father of 
the family was left to take care of his young daughter and little 
son all by himself. 


Because their father was often away on missions for long 
stretches of time, Marlene was the closest thing to a guardian 
Dani had ever come to know, even though she herself was only 
five years older than her baby brother. By sticking together, 
the Clement family had managed to scrape by through the 
years, with the father providing for the children from afar, 
and by the brother and sister duo relying on each other back 
home. 


One day, when Dani had just turned thirteen, another tragedy 
struck the two siblings. Their father had fallen while on a 
mission, killed by beasts. Marlene was forced to step up as the 
sole provider for her brother. Luckily, she had inherited her 
father’s impeccable skill with the bow, and had already 
received her own Adventurer license a year prior. The 
Clement family’s legacy of monster hunters continued. 


Marlene was a fierce and swift huntswoman. She worked 
tirelessly year after year, only stopping by back home to pick 
up another assignment from the guild. It was a taxing way of 
life, but she never complained. It was all for her little brother. 
No matter what fate decided to throw at Dani and Marlene, 
there always seemed to be a way to push forward. 


That was, until Marlene fell ill... 


Two years ago, Dani’s elder sister had fallen victim to a rare 
disease, dubbed void bone syndrome. Due to her condition, the 
structure of her bones had suddenly begun to deteriorate at an 
alarming rate, starting from her legs. Nowadays, she couldn’t 
even stand on her own without her legs snapping like twigs. 
There was no known cure for the disease yet, but the 
spreading of the condition could be slowed down to a near 
perfect halt with medication. Because of the severity of the 


condition, Dani’s sister was forced to spend her life under 
constant supervision and regular treatments. Such life didn’t 
exactly come cheap, and as such, Dani was forced to place the 
siblings’ childhood home for sale and apply to become an 
Adventurer himself. For the past year, Dani’s life had been 
dedicated entirely to the hunt; battling beasts to make enough 
money so that his sister’s treatment could continue. It was his 
turn to repay all the care he’d received over the years. It was 
now his turn to protect Marlene. These days, the Clement 
siblings’ life was largely secure, if only for one payday ata 
time. 
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Bizarrely, Dani told all of this with a smile on his face. His 
travel companions were left understandably stumped by his 
sudden surge of frankness. As soon as they were able to shake 
their stupor, Miste and Zeriah offered their sympathies. 


“Pm really sorry, Dani. I don’t know what to say. That sounds 
rough!” 


“Is it really okay for you to be hanging with us? Aren’t you in a 
hurry to grab your next mission?” 


Dani shook his head with vigor, chuckling in high spirits. 


“Nah! It’s all good! Sis and I are all set for at least a little while. 
I just got a fat stack of cash from Mr. Boss-man Mayor, and it’s 
largely thanks to all you guys. The least I owe you is some 
assistance on your quest. Sorry... I really didn’t mean to bring 
down the mood, I was just... y know... trying to explain how 
much your help truly meant to me...” 


Miste shuffled over to Dani and closed him inside a firm 
squeeze. 


“If you ever need help with anything, you just ask, okay? You 
can count on us!” 


Dani was visibly caught off guard by the affection. 
“... Thanks, Mystic-M.” 


Freyja fluttered over to Dani as well, enveloping both him and 
Miste inside her ethereal presence. 


“You poor, sweet, wonderful boy! Your sister is fortunate to 
have someone like you taking care of her. Miste, be sure to hug 
him extra fierce for me as well!” 


“Sure thing, Freyja!” 


Miste hobbled back to her previous spot, snuggling under 
Zeriah’s arm. Zeriah smirked at Dani with healthy comradery. 


“Hugs aside, I feel the same way. We’re gonna be guild mates 
one day, so it’s only natural that we got your back! If anything, 
I’m just relieved to know that not all Adventurers are a bunch 
of grumps like a certain trench-coat-dork that I know!” 


Zeriah laid a glare upon Reiram. The man shrugged, ignoring 
the bait. In his place, Freyja burst into giggling, highly amused. 


Dani dropped a grinning titter. 


“Just you wait till you actually get to see the guild, Big-Z. We 
Adventurers come in all sorts of packages. I should warn you, 
some of them are even harder nuts to crack than Rei-Rei here.” 


“Having hard time imagining that...” 


“Its like my sis used to say whenever she got back from one of 
her missions — If ya think you’ve seen the oddest thing, don’t 
assume it is, since the next thing you meet might just stump you 
anew!” 


Miste nodded with gusto. 


“The world is so huge, full of awesome places and experiences, 
and things that are yet to be uncovered even. That’s what 
makes the life of an Adventurer so tantalizing! ...At least for 
me. Your sister sounds like a fun person, Dani. Pd like to meet 
her someday!” 


“Oh, you definitely will! FI introduce you when we get to 
Magna Crux. You actually kinda remind me of sis back in her 
prime — you both have the same kind of glow whenever you 
speak about adventuring. I think you two will get along just 
dandy!” 


“Me? Resemble a veteran Adventurer? That’s sweet! Thanks 
for the vote of confidence! So what is she like?” 


“You want stories? I got stories! Gather around and I'll tell you! 
Hehe!” 


Dani shared many tales about her sister’s adventures across 
Zirinia, as well as a few of his own. Countless fantastical 
places, rare creatures, and exciting exploits; ventures so vivid 
they would hook anyone within an earshot. The spinning of 
yarn went on late into the summer night. 


Eventually, the dusky hour and the comfy crackling of the 
bonfire lulled Miste into blissful sleep. She dozed off right as 
she sat, leaning against Zeriah, buzzing and humming inside 
his embrace. 


“Miste?” 
Zeriah got no answer, except a cuddly snore. 


“I guess Miste has the right idea, a bit of sleep wouldn’t hurt.” 


Zeriah laid Miste down, careful not to disturb her, and settled 
down next to her. 


“Night, guys.” 


“Nighty-night, Big-Z, sleep tight, and don’t let the fire-ants bite. 
Seriously, if you feel skittering anywhere near, its best to bail, 

those thing are jerks, and they will seriously take a nibble out 

of you!” 


“PI keep that in mind.” 


Zeriah snoozed almost as soon as he closed his eyes. For a wee 
while, he and Miste fidgeted in their sleep, and huddled close 
to spoon one another for warmth, as if it was second nature to 
them. After that, the two of them slept like puppies in a bundle. 


Smiling to himself, Dani turned to Reiram, stone-faced as ever. 


“Those two got used to the whole no-roof-mossy-floor 
arrangement super quick, don’t cha think Rei-Rei?” 


“Sure did.” 


“A home away from home. Everyday someplace new. That’s 
the life of Adventurers. For newbies, Mystic-M and Big-Z got 
the basics down fantastic. They’ll make a nice addition to the 
guild one day.” 


“Mm 33 


Reiram had been awfully quiet the whole evening. For the tiny 
while that Dani had known the elder Adventurer, he had come 
to expect as much. He wasn’t what you’d call a people person. 
And yet, something about his current silence felt like there was 
something special behind it, like he was mulling matters of 
great importance. 


“Something on your mind, Rei-Rei?” 

“Nothing you would need to concern yourself with.” 
“Alrighty. Then I guess Pl be getting some shut-eye as well.” 
“You do that.” 


Dani snuggled comfy across his bed of moss. He didn’t exactly 
feel tired — relaxed, but not tired. Reiram lingered as he was, 
gazing at the bonfire, guarding it, feeding it, keeping it blazing 
and dancing. Freyja sat by his side, gleaming her ever-present 
ethereal light. She smiled at Dani, a beautiful gentle smile, 
wishing him the most pleasant dreams. 


To Dani, it was a novel feeling to have someone watching over 
his sleep. For most of his time as an Adventurer, he’d spent his 
nights alone in the wilds, in cold, in silence. Now, a bunch of 
awesome friends had suddenly stepped into his life; people to 
lean on, to share his woes, to joke with, to laugh with. It made 
him feel lucky, in ways he could never fully put to words. 


For as long as Dani remained awake, Freyja was there, smiling 
at him, as was Reiram, tending to the flame. 
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Dani had slept like a log, yet awoke in a sudden flinch, as if 
someone popped a balloon right by his ear. His internal clock — 
tuned by a full year of living in the wilds — kicked him awake 
mercilessly. The sun was just peeking over the edge of the 
horizon, poking amidst the thick woods as beams of golden 
warmth. He was the first of the trio of youths to get up. Miste 
and Zeriah were still blissfully asleep next to him, coiled 
around one another. 


As for Reiram, the elder Adventurer was already up and about, 
and seemingly had been for a while now, standing at the edge 
of the campsite, peering towards the distance. 


“Morning, Rei-Rei!” 
The man waved his hand without glancing at Dani. 


“As soon as all three of you are done with your beauty sleep, 
we Can get going. We still have ways to go.” 


Dani nudged both Miste and Zeriah gently awake. It was a 
shame, really, the two of them seemed to be snoozing ever-so 
snuggly. However, the gang did have a schedule to meet, a 
quest to fulfill, villains to fight, wrongs to right. There was no 
rest for an Adventurer on a mission! Dani himself had delayed 
them plenty enough, a fact that he was anxious to fix. Luckily, 
he had a surprise in store for his friends. 


As soon as everyone was done collecting their things, and had 
sufficiently primed themselves for the road ahead, Reiram 
began leading the group along the path which they had been 
following thus far. 


A little ways deeper into the woods, Dani suddenly rushed to 
Reiram’s side, tapping him on the shoulder, a silly-wide grin on 
his face. 


“Oh, Rei-Rei! We should take a turn here!” 


“What are you babbling about? This is the route to Baltric, 
no?” 


“Yeah, if you wanna go the long way around.” 


Dani pointed at the opposite direction from where Reiram was 
heading. 


“I know a path that’ll take us to Baltric way faster! We’ll save 
at least a full day of hiking. Surprise!” 


“You are bonkers! The terrain gets rocky that way, and there’s 
a wall of solid stone blocking the way all throughout this area.” 


“Ah, right you are! But I happen to know a hidden shortcut 
through that wall. I found it on my way to Llyra.” 


Dani started towards his alleged shortcut, waving for everyone 
to follow. 


“Come on, you guys.” 
“You’re an idiot! There’s nothing except a dead end that way.” 


Miste and Zeriah remained where they stood, unsure what to 
do, while the two Adventurers held a tug of war over their 
routes of choice. 


“Don’t be stubborn, Rei-Rei, I’m not pulling your leg here or 
anything.” 


“How many times do I have to tell you not to call me that...” 
Miste stepped towards Dani’s direction. 


“Tt wouldn’t hurt to check out Dani’s shortcut. What do you 
think, Zeri?” 


“Don’t look at me. I’m up for whichever way is the fastest.” 
Reiram was quickly growing tired of the discussion. 
“We’ve already wasted enough time on detours.” 


“Come on, Rei-Rei, I swear I ain’t trying to dupe you, upon my 
pride as an Adventurer.” 


“For the last time, do not call me-!!” 


“Tell ya what, come see for yourself, and if I don’t deliver on 
my promise, you'll be known as Rei-Rei no longer. Deal?” 


“Truthfully, that sounds tempting.” 
“That’s the spirit! Follow me, guys!” 
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And so, Dani led the gang towards his shortcut. The woods 
grew Sparser, and soon, the group was standing smack against 
a barrier of stone, one that rose towards the skies dozens of 
meters high. The peculiar formation of rock extended farther 
than the eye could see in either direction. The raw and rugged 
shape of the wall was enough to make one wonder... how 
could such a sudden shift in the elevation of the terrain come 
to be? 


“It’s right around here... I think...?” 


Dani began checking the rock wall, sliding his hand along the 
moss-covered surface, and peering inside the many shallow 
crevices dotting it. 


“Hmm, or perhaps it was over here...?” 
Dani’s search continued for a hefty while. 
“Or maybe a bit farther over there...?” 


“Give it a rest! We’ve already been fondling the rock for who 
knows how long.” 


“But I’m sure it’s around here!” 
Dani kept examining the rock. 


Reiram slouched to lean against the wall. The man wasn’t 
trying to hide his satisfied smirking. 


“Your dedication is admirable. Even so, we should stop 
wasting time and turn back.” 


“Wait, just a sec, I know it’s close!” 


Reiram gave the wall a firm whack with his edge-rifle. There 
was a hard, high-pitched cling, a sound quite familiar to Miste 
and Zeriah; the two young miners could sense the denseness of 
the stone from the vibrations traveling through the air. 


“Hear that? Nothing but solid rock.” 

Dani’s posture slumped, and he let out a silent sigh. 
“Guess you're right...” 

Miste jumped forth, egging the boy to try still. 
“Don’t give up yet!” 

Zeriah seemed as fed up with the search as Reiram. 


“Come on, Miste, we’ve already been looking for quite a 
while.” 


“Just for a little bit longer! Dani said that there is a shortcut 
here, and I believe him!” 


Dani’s face lit up. 
“You do?” 
“Sure I do!” 


Miste marched forth along the seemingly endless stone wall 
with hastened pace. 


“Come on, we won’t find it by standing still!” 


The girl’s enthusiasm didn’t leave much room to argue. The 
group kept up a frantic stride behind Miste as she led the 
search for Dani’s shortcut. 


“Wait! Here! Found it!” 


Dani stopped the party abruptly. He stood next to a narrow 
fissure in the wall. The gang gathered around the boy to have a 
look at the slender crack; beyond it awaited nothing but pitch- 
black nothingness. 


“You’re kidding... This?! How are we even supposed to fit in 
there?” 


“Barely!” 
“That’s not what I... ugh, never mind...” 


“Come on guys, if Dani managed to get through here before, 
then so can we.” 


Dani was the first one to go. Standing sideways allowed the 
boy’s slim figure to slide inside the crack with ease, even with 
the bulky holsters and quivers he was carrying. Miste followed 
after with no complications. Zeriah was right behind her. 
Reiram took the rear. 


There was just enough room inside the crevice for the group to 
nudge themselves forth. Ear-splitting scraping filled the tiny 
hole as clothing and equipment rasped against the walls. 


Once the paper-thin string of light faded away from behind the 
group, leaving them inside total darkness, Miste could not help 
but be reminded of the accident in tunnel #7 back in Akrelion’s 
mines. As the unpleasant memories flooded her mind, and the 
air around her slowly turned scarce, Miste stopped in her 
tracks. 


Before she was completely lulled inside a trap of fear and 
anxiety, however, a hand landed on her shoulder. The warm 
and caring grip told in an instant all that she needed to know -— 
she was not alone. 


“You okay, Miste?” 

“I am. Thank you, Zeri.” 

“How much farther to go, Dani?” 
“It shouldn’t be far from here.” 


“Shouldn’t? Maybe you could at least try sounding like you 
know what yov’re doing!” 


“Bah, don’t get grumpy, Rei-Rei. We’ll be in the clear soon 
enough.” 


The trek through the darkness continued for several minutes, 
and it became increasingly difficult to judge just how deep 
inside the stone the group was. Most likely better that way. 


“Gaah!” 

Dani’s yelp was sudden, making Miste flinch from surprise. 
“What happened?!” 

“T fell down.” 

“To where? There’s barely enough room to, gaah-!!” 


As Miste took a step forward, there was no longer earth to 
meet her feet. Instead, she found a sharp downwards slope 
waiting for her. She tumbled blindly down the hill, and 
smacked against Dani. 


A rustle of shifting rock, followed by Zeriah’s surprised yell, 
alerted Miste to the boy coming in fast from above. Alas, too 


late. Miste got tackled by Zeriah rolling over her. Her face got 
pinned against the ground, making it awkward to breathe. 


“Damn, that fall came out of nowhere! Are you two alright?” 
“Pm fine.” 

“Yhhm fmttng hom mah hefk...” 

“Huh?” 

Zeriah shifted slightly on Miste, letting the girl breathe. 
“You are sitting on my neck!!” 


Zeriah scrambled to stand in a fit of embarrassment and 
helped Miste up. 


“Sorry!” 
“It’s alright.” 
Dani climbed on his feet next to the couple. 


“Uh, guys, just so you know, there’s going to be a slight drop 
ahead... eheheh...” 


A sharp whack resounded through the darkness, as Zeriah 
bonked Dani on the head with the scabbard of his sword. 


The trio of youths could sense how Reiram slid gracefully 
down the slope without a snag. 


“Everyone accounted for?” 
A common Yeah! echoed in the dark. 


The march continued onward in the now-slightly-broader 
tunnel. The gang was soon greeted by flickers of sunlight from 
the distance, quickly exploding into a wave of inviting warmth. 


The white light washing over them felt scorching in contrast to 
the cave’s cool darkness. 


Miste’s eyes took a good while to adjust to the newly found 
embrace of the sun. As her vision finally cleared, she found 
herself staring at a luscious forest. Thickets of flowers in every 
color of the rainbow blossomed amidst groves of ancient oak, 
their crowns reaching high and wide to create a web of deep 
green. The sight was unlike anything Miste had witnessed 
before; a work of art by a mysterious author, full of delicate 
beauty, celebrating the essence of summer. A whirl of wind 
lifted a blend of alluring scents to dance through the air, like 
nature itself was welcoming the travelers to rest their souls. 


The gang walked through the living painting, awestruck. 
“What is this place, Dani?” 


“T think it’s some sort of closed-off valley inside the rock 
formation. I found it on my way to Llyra. There’s an exit like 
the one we just came through at the other end.” 


The walls of the valley were too far apart to see past the lush 
forest filling it. The area was absolutely massive. It was 
amazing that such a paradise could hide inside a stone frame 
like this. How many travelers throughout history must’ve 
walked the woodlands, never knowing about the beauty 
waiting just off the beaten path? 


To experience this place felt like an honor. Even Reiram 
seemed honestly charmed by the sight. 


“Tve been traveling Zirinia for eons, and yet I never imagined 
that something this wondrous resided here.” 


“See, told ya so! Aren’t you glad we came?” 


“Truly, I wouldn’t want to miss this.” 


While strolling amidst the forest, the party of travelers was 
observed by countless eyes as the denizens of the hidden 
valley gathered to inspect the visitors. Flocks of birds 
stood watchful high up in the trees, while a couple of forest 
geckos slithered past the travelers’ feet. For a fleeting moment, 
the gang caught a glimpse of a proud deer eyeing them before 
skipping along its way. 


The forest dwellers switched around in a continuous conveyor 
belt of new onlookers, somewhat ominously, like the forest 
was keeping a constant eye on the group of humans. 
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Admiring the serene nature kept the group busy while the sun 
slowly sank behind the horizon. The waning light painted the 
canvas above them with the colors of red, gold and orange, 
then cloudy violet, finally leaving the sky deep and calming 
blue. 


A small clearing amidst the woods provided the group with an 
apt campsite for the night. The travelers had made notable 
progress in a single day, and as soon as Dani was done 
building a fire, they settled down for an earned rest around 
the comfy flame. The dry meat and crunchy crackers for 
dinner weren’t exactly a feast, but anything to satiate a 
rumbling tummy at the end of a long day was welcome. 


While nibbling on her evening snack, Miste kept glancing 
around with excitement. The group was surrounded by a 
veritable symphony of awesome sounds; the singing of 
nocturnal birds, the skittering of adorable shrews, and the 
humming of bizarre amphibians and the like. Everything in 


the surrounding nature was new and different, exotic, 
juxtaposed to the areas close to Akrelion that Miste had grown 
accustomed to. The fresh sensations bombarding her felt like a 
sensory overload, demanding her to explore the woods and 
uncover its mysteries firsthand. 


Miste bounced up on her feet in peppy delight. 

“I think Pm gonna take a look around!” 

Zeriah got up in her wake. 

“T’ll come with you.” 

“You don’t have to do that. I can manage on my own.” 
Zeriah gave Miste a playful poke on the nose. 

“Yea, I know - I simply want to.” 

“Hihi! Okay, that’s more than fine.” 


Miste slid her hand around Zeriah’s arm, and the couple 
headed away from the camp. 


“We won’t be long, guys!” 
Dani swallowed hastily his mouthful of chewy meat. 


“Okey-dokey! Me and Rei-Rei are gonna stay here and chat 
awhile.” 


Suddenly, a strip of meat flew smack against Dani’s cheek from 
Reiram’s direction. The elder Adventurer was lolling relaxed 
on the other side of the dancing flame, his hat resting on his 
face to block out the surrounding world. 


Dani stood up while eyeballing the man. 


“On the other hand... After a day of hiking, I guess I could usea 
few more moments to stretch my legs...?” 


“Sounds like an idea.” 
Reiram’s reply sounded out with a curt smile. 


Dani sprinted after Miste and Zeriah, all the while munching 
the piece of meat Reiram had thrown at him. It would be a 
shame to waste food. 


“Wait up, I’ll come too!” 


* k k 


A massive shadow swished past Miste, startling her. The girl 
threw herself against Zeriah with a jumpy whimper. 


“Eeeph!!” 


The owl that had just drifted from a nearby tree to another 
with ghostlike grace shot out a mighty hoot, alerting the 
youngsters walking amidst the nightly forest. Peering from the 
shadows of the treetops, the only thing visible of the nocturnal 
creature were its imposing outline and its vigilant eyes. 


Zeriah chuckled teasingly, wrapping Miste in his embrace. 
“Don’t worry, the owl won’t hurt you.” 
“I- I wasn’t scared... just surprised, that’s all.” 


“Hmm, well, it’s a good thing I came along just in case. Who 
knows, you’re such a delicate and itty-bitty thing, the owl 
might’ve thought you were a tasty snack.” 


“Oh, that is rich! I’m not that tiny!” 
“I dunno, you just might fit into one of my pockets.” 
“Tsk, you are the living end!” 


Miste shoved herself free from Zeriah’s teasing grip. She took a 
peek at the magnificent frame of the owl. Another pompous 


hoot echoed through the darkness, convincing Miste that the 
shadowy creature was truly alive and not just a statue placed 
high up in the tree. 


“Owls are kinda cool. So majestic, strong, and serene, and alert 
to everything around them.” 


“Yeah, I guess that’s why even the Knights of Minerva use 
them as a symbol.” 


“Guess so.” 


Miste and Zeriah continued their stroll through the moonlit 
forest. With every step they took, there was something new to 
find —- an unfamiliar flower, or a rustle in the thickets, followed 
by a glimpse of an interesting critter. The entire valley was 
bursting with life, a true feast for an adventurous soul. 


During their walk, Miste couldn’t help but notice how Dani 
was keeping his distance from her and Zeriah. The boy 
strutted a few meters behind them, gazing at some unspecified 
spot in the distance, seemingly bored out of his mind. 


“Is everything okay, Dani?” 

“Huh? Oh, yeah, totally.” 

Dani threw his hands behind his neck. 

“Sorry for crashing on your private time like this.” 

“What are you talking about? You’re not bothering us at all.” 


“Bah! Come on, Mystic-M, don’t give me that. I know a 
blooming couple when I see one.” 


There was a cute underlying snark in Dani’s tone. The couple 
in bloom smiled at each other; their love was truly akin to the 
flourishing nature around them. 


Dani took a series of leaping steps to catch up to his friends. 


“_. Honestly, I just didn’t feel like staying behind. I get the 
feeling Rei-Rei doesn’t really care for me all that much.” 


Zeriah gave Dani a jokey look. 


“I don’t think Mr. Grumpypants cares much for anyone’s 
company but himself.” 


As the two boys shared a burst of laughter, Miste took a stand 
in defense of Reiram. 


“Come on, guys, that’s not fair! We’re a team, and Reiram is 
our friend. He just has some difficulty expressing his feelings 
sometimes... I think...?” 


Zeriah glanced Miste with disbelief. 
“Seriously? All I ever hear from him is either a quip or a 
grump.” 


“Well, what about Miss Freyja? She’s his partner. Logically, 
there must be something more to Reiram, something that we 
do not see.” 


“Mystic-M is right, I can’t see such a fine and perky dame like 
Freyja hanging out with someone so withdrawn like Rei-Rei 
for no reason. There must be something special she sees in 
him. Astra do not choose their partners lightly, y know.” 


“Have you met many other Astral Bearers?” 
“There’s a couple of ‘em back at the Guild, yea.” 


Miste gazed at the blue alaxdrite embedded to her gauntlet. 
She’d do anything to learn the secrets that the gem, or rather 
Ygedrazil, held inside. Something so amazing as an astra was 


right there, hooked to the back of her hand, and yet she 
couldn’t see him, feel him, nor talk to him. 


While mulling her dilemma, frustrated, Miste kept 
unknowingly squeezing harder on Zeriah’s hand. 


“Miste? Is something wrong? Did you see another owl?” 


Realizing her fumble, Miste released Zeriah’s hand, 
embarrassed. 


“No, no, it’s nothing. Forget it.” 
“Okay...?” 


Before Zeriah could press the matter further, Dani suddenly 
launched into run with gushing enthusiasm. 


“Oh, hey, this place is sweet! Come see, you guys!” 


Miste and Zeriah followed close behind as Dani led them along 
a subtly trampled path, past a dense tunnel of shrubs blooming 
with an assortment of blue and violet bell-like flowers. 


Beyond the wall of flora, there was a wide clearing that sloped 
downwards ever so slightly, towards a perfectly circular pool 
of water. The pond was like a disc of flawlessly smooth 
obsidian, dark and eternally deep. At the middle of the pond, 
the reflection of the crescent moon greeted the trio of youths. 


Miste walked to the shore and gave the murky surface a tap 
with her finger, creating a soft ripple, proving that the silky- 
smooth veil in front of them was truly liquid. As the waves 
faded, Miste got fixated on the white gleam of the moon 
painted above the water. It looked like the curvy shape was 
smiling at them. 


“It’s beautiful!” 


Dani joined Miste in admiring the serene waters. 


“Heh, told ya! Far as I’m able to guess, all the water in the 
valley comes from this spring.” 


Zeriah started digging around at the shore, brushing aside dirt 
with the tip of his sword. After finding a flat piece of rock, he 
flicked the stone towards the surface of the pool. The pebble 
bounced off the water six times before sinking. 

Zeriah smirked confidently at his companions, fishing for 
glory. 

“Smooth, wasn’t it? No need to answer, I know it was.” 

Miste countered Zeriah’s gloating with a sly leer. She searched 
for a stone of her own. Once she found a pebble to her liking, 
she used Yggdrazil’s power to create an enormous fist of 
gleaming energy and flung the small rock towards the water 
with all her might. The pebble had time to skip along the 
surface a few dozen times before running out of room -the 
stone arrived at the opposite shore and slammed against a tree 
with a loud whack. 


A victorious grin rose to decorate Miste’s face. 
“How do you like them apples!” 

“Cheater...” 

“What’s that? Do I hear the hoots of a sore loser?” 
Zeriah rushed towards the grinning girl. 

“Tl show you a hoot!” 


“Huh!?” 


Zeriah caught Miste inside his embrace, filled with tickles. He 
knew all of Miste’s weak spots and went for them without 
mercy. 


“No, no... Not there... hahaha... Please... Stop... hahaha... Y- 
Yow’re gonna make me pee... hahaha...!!” 


“Admit that you are a cheat!” 

“_..Haha... neh-never...!!” 

“Fine! Then I’m just gonna have to keep tickling you.” 
And so he did. 


Eventually, the couple’s furious frolicking ended with them 
both falling on the ground, laughing away. 


“Oh-okay... I yield... I cheated. But I regret nothing!” 
“Hahah! Fair enough.” 


As Zeriah finally ceased his tickle-attack, he and Miste found 
themselves wrapped tightly around one another. Gazing 
directly into Zeriah’s lime-green eyes, and feeling his breath on 
her lips sent tingles of glee throughout Miste’s body. A strand 
of hair dropped to cover Miste’s vision. She moved her hand to 
brush it aside, and her fingers collided with Zeriah’s; they both 
had the same idea. The couple coiled their hands together, 
sharing a bubbly snicker. 


The tranquility and beauty of the moonlit forest framed the 
couple inside a living painting most romantic. Miste felt like 
she could just rest there forever, melding together with the 
person she loved more than anything in the world. 


A rustle of grass next to them woke Miste and Zeriah from 
their dreamy daze. Dani walked past the blooming couple 
while throwing a crafty wink at them. 


“T’ll be heading back to the camp. Don’t stay up too late, you 
two.” 


Both of them climbed up in a fit of awkwardness, a faint red 
burning on their faces. 


“We should probably be heading back too... right Zeri?” 
“Yeah, we should, definitely...” 


However, before the trio of youths could take a single step 
back towards the camp, their attention was caught by a 
deafening rumble closing in from the distance. Something 
moved in the thickets, and it was rolling right towards them. 
Acting on instinct, the trio rushed to the edge of the clearing 
and out of the path of the incoming sound. 


Soon after, with twigs crackling and grass rustling, a 
humongous herd of rabbits rushed out of the thicket. There 
were hundreds of them, hopping and tumbling and ramming 
forth as a single fuzzy carpet. The collection of woolly tails and 
slim ears settled down at the spring. The rabbits tumbled over 
one another, taking turns to drink from the pool. 


The trio of onlookers, who had just narrowly escaped getting 
trampled (by a bunch of rabbits of all things!?), kept staring at 
the herd as they scrambled to quench their thirst. 


“Wow! I’ve never seen this many bunnies at once!” 
Miste tiptoed closer to get a better look at the cottontails. 


“Be careful, Miste.” 


“Why? It’s just a bunch of cutesy wabbits. What peril could 
there possibly be?” 


Noticing the girl shuffling closer, the herd of rabbits 
unanimously turned to face her direction, staring, standing 
perfectly still. It was a sea of ogling dark buttons. 


“Aww, you guys are adorable!” 


Miste reached for the mass of fluffy fur, hoping to pet one of 
the rabbits. 


A sudden hiss emanated from the herd. All of the rabbits 
snapped their maws open, making Miste stagger backwards in 
shock - she realized that these were no ordinary rabbits. The 
creatures’ lower jaws split open grotesquely from the middle, 
revealing rows of needle-like teeth and slithery tongues. The 
rabbits glared at the humans, hungrily, drips of saliva 
drizzling the soil. 


Zeriah and Danirushed for Miste. 
“Are you alright!?” 
“Y—Yeah, I’m fine...” 


Zeriah gawked at the rabbits with the same face of unease as 
Miste. Dani seemed to take the revelation rather with curiosity. 


“Interesting, I didn’t realize these kinds of predators dwelled 
here.” 


“Predators!?” 


“Oh yes, these here are called pin rabbits, sometimes also 
known as land piranhas. Nasty little buggers — a herd this large 
can nibble a guy clean of their meaty goodness in a matter of 
seconds. We should probably run...” 


A part of Dani’s presentation got lost to Miste and Zeriah as the 
couple turned on their heels and dashed off. 


“...Huh!? Oh, real smooth, you guys! Leave me behind, will 
yal!” 


In the wake of the trio’s explosive take off, an ominous wall of 
hisses and thunderous stomping boomed behind them as the 
pin rabbits gave chase. The entire forest was caught in a 
massive tremor, the likes of which the youngsters had never 
felt before. Amidst the constant quaking, it was impossible to 
tell how close the bloodthirsty rabbits exactly were. 


“Is this like a normal thing with you, Dani!? Being chased by 
monsters!?” 


“Hey, sometimes you’re the one chasing — and other times 
you're the one getting chased, y’know. Circle of life an’ all 
that.” 


“What kind of a hunter are you anyway!?” 
“Both of you shut up and run!!” 


For several minutes, the trio of youths dashed for their lives 
through the woods. Once in a while, they could feel the 
monstrous creatures snapping at their heels. Luckily for them, 
due to the herd’s enormous head count, many of the rabbits 
kept tripping over each other. However, little by little, the 
rabbits began to gain the upper hand. Many of the creatures 
detached from the main herd, coming in from either side of 


the fleeing trio. It took keen reacting and a hefty bit of luck 
from the youngsters to dodge the attacks. 


“Hate to admit it, but I really don’t see a way out of this one...” 


Dani took a swift moment to rummage the pouches on his 
waist, finally pulling out a tiny flask of purple liquid. 


“ But never fear, for Dani Clement is here! I’ll handle this!” 


Dani sprinkled the liquid all over himself, and dashed apart 
from Miste and Zeriah. 


“What are you doing?!” 
“Just keep running, you guys!!” 


As if hit by an alluring spell, the entire herd of pin rabbits 
turned on their path and began chasing Dani. As the stomping 
behind Miste and Zeriah shifted away, the couple slowed 
down. 


The wave of bloodthirsty creatures all ganged behind Dani. It 
was a horrifying sight, one that kept drawing away at 
accelerating rate. 


“Dani—no!!!” 


There came no answer to Miste’s scream. Everything 
happened so fast. The brave young Adventurer and the mob of 
rabbits at his heels disappeared amidst the forest’s web-like 
green. Soon, the tremors that shook the soil faded away 
entirely, leaving the forest silent and serene. 


A flood of thoughts filled Miste’s mind; all of them worst-case 
scenarios. She collapsed to her knees, her entire body 
trembling from woe. 


“Please... don’t...” 


Zeriah’s hand landed solemnly on her shoulder. 


Left behind in the middle of the woods, Miste and Zeriah were 
at a complete loss as to what to do next. 
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“Hehe! That sure worked like a charm! Are you little guys 
enjoying the scent of my lure? I’m glad you like it, it’s my own 
cocktail” 


While Dani was relieved that his two friends were safe, he 
didn’t have time to slack off just yet. The pin rabbits were right 
on his tail, and he wasn’t planning on being their midnight 
snack. Now was the time to run like there was no tomorrow! 


Leaping and dashing past the large roots littering the forest 
gained Dania healthy lead from the rabbits. A small cliff 
dropping down a meter or so gave the boy even more room to 
breathe; Dani dived fearlessly through the air, softening his 
landing with a roll before dashing to a run once more. The 
herd chasing Dani cascaded down the slope like a waterfall, 
crashing to the ground in a wave of brown fur. The rabbits 
quickly recovered and kept with their chasing. They sure were 
a persistent bunch! 


Even though Dani had his current situation under control, he 
still had no plan to get rid of the rabbits. No matter how far 
he’d run, the creatures would find him by scent. 


Amidst his intense mulling, to his horror, Dani suddenly 
realized where he was running; he was unwittingly leading 
the rabbits directly to the group’s campsite, and to Reiram. The 
flickering bonfire just beyond the next thicket was already too 
close for Dani to change his course. 


“Coming in hot, Rei-Rei!!” 


Hopefully, Reiram would have time to prepare himself... Dani 
wasn’t quite sure how robust the immortal Adventurer’s astral 
ability was; could he handle being ripped to shreds? In any 
case, Dani wasn’t planning to let the rabbits test it out. 


The boy crashed through the bushes, sending a storm of 
flowers and twigs flying all over the campsite. He found 
himself standing face to face with Reiram, looking annoyed. 


“What the hell is going on-!?” 
“No time!! Killer bunnies!! Gotta dash!!” 


Dani sprinted past Reiram and towards a large oak at the other 
side of the clearing. He shot his climbing-wire at the treetop 
and hauled himself up to safety. 


Reiram was left standing at the clearing, dumbfounded. 
“Killer bunnies...?” 


The stomping of Dani’s pursuers closed in fast, alerting 
Reiram. Once the rabbits emerged past the bushes, the man 
rushed for the same tree Dani had climbed a moment earlier. 


Dani welcomed Reiram by offering his hand. The man brushed 
the gesture aside, instead leaping for the trunk of the tree, 
boosting himself higher, and landing on the lowest branch 
with a duo of jumps. Reiram’s strength and agility were 
humbling. 


“Wo-hoo! That was sweet! You must’ve been a cat in a previous 
life, Rei-Rei!” 


The herd of ravenous rabbits rushed in, flooding the root of 
the tree, and began circling about agitatedly. The creatures 


jumped and gnawed towards the lowest branch of the tree, 
where the two Adventurers currently found themselves stuck 
at. 


“Where are Miste and Zeriah?” 


“They are safe, no worries. I led those fuzzy fiends away from 
them.” 


Reiram remained silent, seemingly satisfied by Dani’s answer. 


The two of them were left sitting quietly atop their safe haven, 
while underneath them the pin rabbits continued their vicious 
hopping - fruitless, yet showing no signs of fatigue. 
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Miste and Zeriah were wracking their brains to no avail. 
Chasing after Dani would be pointless, for they couldn’t do 
much against the monstrous pin rabbit herd. Moreover, it 
would mean throwing Dani’s heroic sacrifice to waste. 


Being powerless while her friends were in peril was the 
absolute worst feeling that Miste knew; it crawled and itched 
around her heart like a swarm of leeches. Groaning out her 
frustration, the kneeling girl swept her gauntlet along the 
ground, flinging up a shower of dirt. 


“Graah!! What the hell do we do now, Zeri!?” 
“I honestly don’t know...” 


Gazing at the sky, Miste found the sickle of the moon staring 
back at her. Suddenly, the pale white light drenching the 
woodlands felt much colder than before. 


“What if Dani is—” 


“No, he’s not! Dani is an Adventurer, and the forest is like his 
home turf. He wouldn’t let it end that easily.” 


“Yea, I guess you’re right.” 


A dashing shadow suddenly blocked the moonlight for a blink 
of an eye. The dark blur moved too fast to get a clear look. It 
definitely wasn’t an owl, for it made too much of a rustle while 
diving between treetops. Miste and Zeriah were left peering up 
at the thick veil of leaves, alarmed. 


The rustle in the trees continued, with no visual of the one 
responsible. The noise moved to the couple’s left, then behind 
them. They were being circled and observed all around. 
Whoever was watching them was doing a poor job at hiding 
their presence, assuming it was ever intended. 


Zeriah kept facing towards the circling entity while holding 
Miste behind him. As the swishing of the leaves finally ceased, 
Zeriah placed his palm upon the handle of his sword. 


Soon, a stranger dropped down from his treetop den and into 
the moonlight. The initial reaction from both Miste and Zeriah 
was relief, as the mysterious arrival was revealed to be human 
instead of some new beast threatening to munch them. 


However, this relief ended up being short lived... 


Embodying the same coldness in his eyes as the moon shining 
above him, the man glared at the couple. His face was covered 
by the funnel-esque collar of his shirt, leaving only his shaggy 
hair and the menacing gleam of his jewel-like stare showing. 


For an eerily lengthy moment, the man stood perfectly still and 
silent, his posture firm and sophisticated, like a sculpture. 


Adding to his elegant yet imposing aura was his weapon; a 
curved one-hand sword with a decorative basket-hilt. He drew 
his weapon in a slow, pronounced motion. The blade was thin 
like paper — held at perfect angle, the steel disappeared 
completely from view. The man turned his weapon into a 
graceful stance and spoke curtly, his voice slightly muffled by 
the cloth over his mouth. 


“Leave!” 


Zeriah drew his own weapon, pointing the blade at the 
mystery man. 


“...You caught me at a really bad time, bub!” 

The man repeated himself, his voice gathering volume. 
“Leave!!” 

“Sorry, not gonna happen, not until we find our friend!” 


With the speed of an aurora wolf leaping for its prey, the 
mystery man dashed towards Zeriah. 


Zeriah rushed to meet the man halfway. 


The two swords clashed with a crystalline cling, followed by 
screeching of metal as the swordsmen locked down blade 
against blade. 


“Leave!” 


“Yea, you keep telling me that. How about showing some 
courtesy first before making demands? An introduction? A 
Hello, maybe? No...? Fine!” 


Zeriah pushed forth, breaking the lock between the fighters. 
The mystery man recovered quickly from his stagger and leapt 


towards Zeriah anew, launching a barrage of thrusts. The 
silver rays of the moon created a field of flickering sparks as 
they danced along his elegant blade. The man was 
overwhelmingly fast, and Zeriah was quickly forced on the 
defense under the relentless raining of needles aimed at him. 


Miste’s heart jumped repeatedly up her throat as she watched 
Zeriah blocking each of his opponent’s strikes — barely. 


There seemed to be a pattern to the mystery man’s thrusts, like 
a rhythmic dance, with only the fighters’ footsteps and the 
ringing of steel to serve as music. Just as Zeriah adjusted to the 
rhythm dictated by his opponent, the man suddenly shifted his 
pattern, messing up Zeriah’s balance once more. Soon, Zeriah 
began to resemble a puppet on strings, rather than an equal 
participant in the exchange of strikes. 


Drained from strength, Zeriah’s swordsmanship turned sloppy. 
He could no longer keep up. After deflecting a crushing swipe 
from above flaccidly, Zeriah suffered a brutal slice along the 
length of his right arm. A string of blood splashed across the 
ground in a grim arch. 


Zeriah managed to drive his opponent away with a wide and 
reckless swing — a move of desperation. His sword-arm 
shivered, red drizzling down his sleeve. 


Miste had sincerely held hope that Zeriah would emerge 
victorious. Even so, she was done standing idly and watching 
Zeriah get pummeled. She flicked her wrist, activating her 
gauntlet. The azure light from Yggdrazil exploded into a 
stream of spiraling energy around Miste’s hand. Concentrating 
her thoughts on a single goal, the need for strength, brought 


forth the familiar energy construct in the shape of an 
enormous fist. 


Miste dashed to Zeriah’s side and slammed the energy fist to 
the ground, making the forest tremble and swish violently. 


“Enough!!” 

She placed the palm of energy to shield the youngsters from 
their opponent. 

“Stay away, or I won’t be responsible for what follows!” 


Miste noticed a flicker of disappointment in Zeriah’s eyes once 
she swooped in to interrupt the duel. He was quick to hide it 
though, switching his expression into confident gleaming. 


“Thanks for the backup, Miste. This guy is tough!” 
“Are you alright?” 
“A flesh wound, nothing serious.” 


The mystery man showed no signs of flinching nor retreating, 
even at the face of the astral ability that Miste wielded. He took 
a step forth, preparing to launch another attack. 


Suddenly, a curious voice boomed out of nothingness, 
sounding like the swish of the wind. The voice swirled all 
around -it was hard to pinpoint its origin. 


“Stop, Kaidou, these people are not your enemies!” 


The man, whom the voice had identified as Kaidou, retracted 
his attack. He removed the collar from his face, revealing the 
image of a young man, barely any older than Zeriah. He gazed 
at Miste and Zeriah silently. The sting in his eyes softened into 
an inviting glimmer. He slid his elegant blade back within its 
sheath. 


Returning the gesture of peace, Miste dissolved her energy fist, 
while Zeriah put aside his own weapon. 


The elusive voice returned. 
“I apologize on behalf of my partner for his rash actions.” 


The shadow underneath Kaidou stretched outward spookily, 
twitching and swaying like the branches of a leafless tree in 
the wind. A creature rose out of the shadow and hovered 
towards the sky above Kaidou. It was a cloak of dusk, an empty 
robe floating in the wind with no visible limbs. 


“Greetings, young ones! I am utterly delighted to receive this 
grandest of honors — to meet the one whom Lord Yggdrazil has 
chosen as his new champion. You may call me Hopi.” 


As the ghostly figure slowly turned to face Miste and Zeriah, 
the creature was revealed to possess the face of an owl 
underneath its hood. It didn’t take long for Miste and Zeriah to 
realize what the appearance of this mystifying creature of 
twilight meant... 


Kaidou was an Astral Bearer. 
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Reiram had stayed silent the entire time that he and Dani had 
spent up in the tree, despite the boy’s constant baiting for a 
chat. 


The way things stood, it seemed that the duo of Adventurers 
would have to spend quite some time up in their safe nest. The 
pin rabbit herd underneath them kept raving about hungrily, 
showing no signs of giving up. 


As strange as it might sound — considering their predicament — 
Dani was getting bored out of his mind just sitting in silence. 


The boy knew his own thoughts all too well; nothing 
interesting to be found there. 


Dani cleared his throat to pull Reiram’s attention. The boy did 
a purposefully poor impression of the man’s stern voice. 


“Tch! This is just what I needed, stuck in a tree with that idiot 
kid, and a herd of bloodthirsty rabbits nipping at my heels! - Am 
I right?” 


Reiram pretended not to hear a thing. 
“That’s what you’re thinking, ain’t it, Rei-Rei?” 
There came no answer. 


“Hmm, I wonder how Big-Z and Mystic-M are doing... They’re 
probably busy worrying about us... What a pickle!” 


Still no answer. 


“Guess there’s nothing for us to do but wait for those fur balls 
down there to tire out, huh? Though that could take a while. I 
mean, as far as I’ve read, pin rabbits are a resilient bunch, so it 
might take them till morning to finally give up.” 


“Yes Dani — we are stuck here!! We’ll be stuck here for a long 
time!! We are stuck here, and Miste and Zeriah are somewhere 
else!! We both know this, so for the love of all that is good and 
sane in this world, could you just shut your trap fora single 
solitary minute!!?” 


After snapping at Dani, Reiram fell silent once more. Dani 
shuffled further away from the man, ashamed of himself. 


“Okay... Pm sorry, Rei-Rei... I mean Reiram.” 


Minutes went by with no sound, other than the ravenous 
movements below. To Dani, it might’ve just as well been an 
eternity. 


Dani didn’t mean to bother Reiram. Sometimes, it was just 
physically hard for him to stay quiet. The words simply kept 
pouring out on their own. He recognized this about himself, 
although he wasn’t entirely sure what caused it. Perhaps it was 
due to his lonely line of work as a monster hunter, which often 
required long stretches of waiting... alone... in silence... 
Eventually, it became rather exhausting. 


Reiram sat at the opposite end of the branch from Dani, 
leaning against the trunk of the tree. His hat rested over his 
face, giving him solitude. The man seemed quite relaxed — 
even if Dani couldn’t say with absolute certainty what 
constituted being relaxed for Reiram, and what was simply 
being. 


Dani reached out to the man once more. 
“Uhm, Reiram?” 


He didn’t respond, although Dani could sense his annoyed gaze 
drilling at him through the hat. 


“Let me just say something real quick, and then I promise Pl 
shut up forever, deal?” 


There was no sound of objection. 


“I really am sorry. I’m not trying to be annoying on purpose. I 
know that I can get a bit clingy sometimes, and it’s okay if you 
hate me for it... It’s just that I... I really like chatting with you 
guys. I think you’re all super awesome. I want to be your 
friend...” 


Reiram did not react in any noticeable way. 


“...And the reason why I give you guys these stupid nicknames 
an’ all is because... well... I guess Pm hoping that when our 
paths one day split... that maybe... you guys won’t forget about 
me.” 


Dani tried his hardest to peer through Reiram’s hat, fishing for 
any kind of reaction. The man remained perfectly deadpan. 
Dani retreated to the farthest tip of the branch to give Reiram 
some space. 


“That’s all I wanted to say. Pl shut up now.” 


A heavy sigh made the brim of Reiram’s hat flutter. The man 
straightened his hat atop his head. 


“You really know how to make a guy sound like a villain.” 
“Sorry about that...” 
“T do not hate you, Dani.” 


Reiram turned to gaze at the crescent moon. There was a 
moment of awkward silence. 


“Reiram?” 


A cloud of luminous dust gathered next to the man, sparkling 
brilliantly in the moonlight. Freyja emerged from the cloud, 
looking as ravishing as ever. 


“Oh, hi there, Freyja!” 
“And a wonderful evening to you, Dani.” 


The lady astra flashed a gentle smile at the boy. She joined 
Reiram at his moon gazing. 


“What a lovely night we’re having...” 


While fluttering in place like a hummingbird, Freyja leered 
down at the pin rabbit herd by the root of the tree. 


“...Although the company could be much improved! Tee-he- 
he!” 


The radiant woman’s laughter made Dani resonate in kind. 
“Heh, agreed!” 


Freyja searched for Reiram’s gaze askingly. Her elusive 
partner kept his eyes firmly locked on the moon. The lady 
astra reached out to Reiram, her voice soft and playful. 


“Are you feeling alright, Reiram?” 
“You know fully well that Iam. What do you want?” 


“Why, nothing in particular. You boys seemed to be having 
such a fun chat that I thought I might join in.” 


Reiram blew some air from his nostrils, grunting dismissively. 


Freyja glided to the other end of the branch and next to Dani. 
The way the lady astra moved was mesmerizing; a veil of 
stardust and diamonds painted the air with beautiful colors in 
her wake. 


“Try to forgive Reiram, Dani. You see, the way he’s most 
comfortable communicating... is a total lack thereof.” 


“Yeah, I’ve noticed that.” 
“And don’t you worry for a second — we will never forget you!” 


While she spoke, Freyja floated around Dani, wrapping the boy 
inside her radiant glamour. 


Looking at the lady astra got Dani thinking how much she and 
her partner were like night and day. Freyja was always sweet 


and giddy, like a kid during a summer carnival. Meanwhile, 
Reiram was withdrawn, solemn and stern. Even so, they had 
something important in common: the fact that they both had a 
good heart. The way that Reiram had handled the situation 
with the aurora wolf was proof enough. To Dani, the elder 
Adventurer’s resolve had been mind-blowing. He must have 
acted through previous experiences -— either that, or with some 
serious intuition. Dani would surely have much to learn from 
him. If only he had the chance. 


While Freyja kept hovering about, her radiance pulsed like a 
beating heart. The lights and colors grew more intense beat by 
beat, forcing Dani to squint his eyes. 


“You shouldn’t blame yourself, Dani. Reiram and I have always 
strived to work alone, just the two of us. He’s gotten used to the 
silence. It’s been years since we’ve been surrounded by such 
an energetic bunch of companions. In fact, we-” 


“That’s quite enough, Freyja.” 


Reiram turned his gaze towards the lady astra. His look was 
heavy and weary, communicating something that Dani 
couldn’t fully read. Freyja, naturally, understood her partner 
right away, giving him a silent nod. Curiously, the radiance 
pulsing from Freyja simmered down as she halted speaking. 


Dani mulled over Freyja’s words for a moment. An amusing 
thought popped into his head. 


Reiram has always worked alone? And because of that, he also 
prefers to work alone? He’s like the exact opposite of me! 


Reiram cleared his throat, addressing Dani abruptly. There 
was a Sense of gunk in the man’s voice, like it was taking 
excessive effort to form the words. 


“Listen, I don’t really do friends... That said, seeing as our 
companionship will last only till Powderberg, I guess I won’t 
mind you calling me... whatever it is you prefer...” 


“Rei-Rel?” 

“Yes, that.” 

Dani appreciated the gesture. Coming from Reiram, something 
like this was a huge deal. 

“Alrighty! Rei-Ret it is!” 

Reiram turned for his astral partner with a sigh. 

“Happy now?” 


A pleased grin appeared on Freyja’s lips. Without further 
words, her projection dissipated into a shower of silvery dust. 


Dani was left smiling in a similar manner as the lady astra. 
“I promise I’ll always cherish this moment, Rei-Rei!” 
“Whatever floats your boat, kid.” 


Despite Reiram’s mocking note, Dani felt a giddy tickle in his 
belly. However little, Dani had gotten a better understanding 
of what made Reiram tick. 


A sudden shift in the forest’s soundscape alerted the two 
Adventurers sitting in the tree. They both turned to peer at the 
ground below them. The pin rabbits had stopped their raving 
and were now leaving. Moving together as a storm of stomps, 
the herd was soon gone, leaving this part of the woods utterly 
hushed, like the creatures were never there. 


Something strange was going on. Dani and Reiram shared a 
silent nod, their thoughts and hearts in perfect sync. Despite 
the obvious risk, there was only one thing to do. Miste and 


Zeriah were still out there in the woods, along the pin rabbits, 
and the pair of Adventurers weren’t about to leave them to 
fend for themselves! 
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“So, you don’t know anything about this either?” 


“I wish I could be of help, young one. I’ve never been met with 
such a thing.” 


Miste had explained Yggdrazil’s mysterious condition — an 
astra imprisoned within an alaxdrite — to Hopi. After hearing 
this, the ghostly owl-faced astra had fallen silent for a moment, 
deep in thought. 


“You certainly wield the power of Lord Yggdrazil, so your story 
must hold true.” 


“Were you friends with him?” 


“Me and Aristelles - my prior champion before Kaidou - came 
across Lord Yggdrazil and his previous champion once. It was 
terribly long ago.” 


“What were they like?” 


“Ah, Lord Yggdrazil was a true warrior in spirit; noble, wise, 
grandeur in presence. His champion on the other hand - his 
name escapes me, I’m afraid — seemed to be of the witless sort; 
naive and brash. Granted, he was also just as kind and caring 
as Lord Yggdrazil.” 


“Sounds like Yggdrazil meant a lot to you.” 


“He was a true hero amongst astra! He formed a bond with his 
partner only so that his powers could be used to help all who 
needed him. I have nothing but utmost respect for him!” 


Hearing someone’s firsthand experiences with Yggdrazil filled 
Miste with mixed emotions. She was glad to get some 
perspective on what kind of person she was traveling with, 
though at the same time, she also felt a bit nervous thinking 
whether or not Yggdrazil would approve of her. 


Pll try to be a worthy partner and find a way to help you, 
Ygedrazil. 


“Thanks for sharing this with me, Hopi.” 


“The pleasure is all mine. I feel joyous, knowing that Lord 
Yggdrazil has found at least a sufficient new champion.” 


“Thanks... I guess?” 


There was no malice in Hopi’s voice. Probably just a funny 
choice of words. 


Zeriah was sitting next to Miste, getting his arm patched up by 
Kaidou. 


“Here, these herbs will hasten your healing.” 
“Yeow!! Watch where you’re poking!” 
“My apologies.” 


Fortunately, Kaidou’s blade hadn’t cut deep. Even so, the 
wound was long and sore, extending from Zeriah’s wrist to his 
elbow. A coat of bandaging along some natural medicines 
would heal the arm in no time. 


“Graah! ...Yeah, you better be sorry! Why on earth would you 
attack us anyway?” 


“This valley is home to a myriad of rare creatures and flora, 
some of them already close to extinct. The local ecosystem has 
held its delicate balance for eons, free from the hand of men. I 


presumed you were hunters, out to hurt this place. Isee now 
that my assumption was misguided.” 


“No kidding! The way I’ve seen, the only ones trying to get up 
and physical here are those crazy rabbits!” 


“Pin rabbits?” 
“Yeah! Last I saw them, they were chasing after our friend.” 
“I see. A moment please.” 


Kaidou froze in place. His gaze stretched beyond the horizon, 
so far that his sight turned around and looped back inside his 
own mind. A flash of light shot out from the man’s eyes, dyeing 
them white as snow. 


Miste and Zeriah sat astounded as Kaidou remained static, 
lulled into a trance. 

“What’s happening?!” 

Hopi drew closer to his Bearer. His floaty garb, made out of the 


blackness of the night, melded together with Kaidou’s shadow. 


“My gift to Kaidou - the ability to link with animals. He can 
talk to them, understand them, and sense what they sense.” 


Kaidou’s eyes regained their jewel-like vividness and color. 
“Your friends are safe. I called the rabbits away.” 
“You called them?” 


A familiar tremor tickled Miste and Zeriah’s feet, growing 
more imposing by the second, as the pin rabbit herd stomped 
through the woodlands. The mob of furry creatures emerged 
into view, sending a surge of panic through Miste and Zeriah, 
though they soon realized that the rabbits were no longer after 
a midnight snack. 


The rabbits gathered around. They looked satisfied, their 
ravenous lust for life essence was all gone. 


Kaidou gave the rabbits closest to him gentle pets. A few of 
them kept hopping on the man’s lap in a contest for his 
affections. 


“Haha! Now, now... no pushing.” 


Zeriah pulled his injured arm higher - to avoid reigniting the 
rabbits’ hunting spirit with the scent of his blood. 


“Do not fret, Zeriah. They won’t hurt us.” 

“Kaidou... Who exactly are you anyway?” 

“I am no one special. I simply live here in this forest.” 
“Live here? Why?” 

Kaidou was silent as he kept petting the fluffy creatures. 


A flock of birds zoomed to sit on a branch right above Kaidou. 
A couple of gallant deer pranced into view from behind the 
forest’s sheltering thickets, staring with soft and serene 
expressions. More and more creatures of all breeds and sizes 
arrived to gander at the humans sitting in the middle of it all. 
In that moment, this secluded spot of the woods turned into 
something right out of a fairytale — a lustrous garden of 
harmony, a slice of true paradise. 


Miste squeezed Zeriah’s hand as her head spun around ina 
daze, unsure where to look. 


“It feels unreal, doesn’t it, Zeri? I’ve never seen anything like 
this before...” 


“It does... It really does.” 


“Did you call them here, Kaidou?” 


The man chuckled with gusto. 


“I figured that it’d be nice to have my family meet my new 
friends.” 


Zeriah lifted an eyebrow at Kaidou’s assumption. 
“Already calling us friends, huh?” 


“Well, we are friends, Zeri. We just got up on the wrong foot, 
right?” 


“No, no, Zeriah is right. I was in the wrong to assume.” 
Zeriah glanced at his injured arm in regret. 


“Ashh... I ain’t one to hold a grudge. You did fix me up after all. 
Friends is fine by me.” 


A wave of relief washed over Kaidou’s face. 
“I am honored.” 


The man exchanged looks with the sagely astra wearing the 
face of an owl. It was impossible to read anything from Hopi’s 
eternally stoic expression. 


“I am truly ashamed of my actions. But you see... this place is 
my home, and mine to protect. IIl be damned before I let 
anyone disturb its peace!” 


Zeriah waved his injured arm sardonically. 

“You’re doing pretty bang-up job at it... or rather cut-up.” 
Kaidou coughed a dry laugh. 

“I didn’t realize anyone else knew of this place.” 


“Don’t worry, we'll keep it a secret. We’re just passing by 
anyway.” 


“Thank you, Pll be content with as few distractions as 
possible.” 


One of the pin rabbits kept prancing around in Miste’s lap. The 
tips of the creature’s long ears tickled Miste’s nose. 


You really are quite adorable — when you ain’t trying to chomp 
us, that is. 


“How did you come by this place, Kaidou?” 
“Hopi showed me the way.” 


The owl astra took to the sky and flew a circle around the area. 
The animals seemed to be mesmerized by the presence of the 
ghostly creature. 


“Kaidou is a good friend. I would do anything to make him 
happy.” 
“And I am truly happy, thanks to you.” 


“You see, Kaidou was less than content with his life as the—” 
“Ah! Fd prefer not to discuss the past. It is behind us.” 


“Of course, forgive me. It has been a while since we last had 
company, it seems I’ve lost some of my courtesy.” 


Miste cursed silently. She would’ve liked to know more about 
the mysterious man’s origins. 


“I came here because I sought out peace. The creatures here 
are much simpler than humans. They think about eating, 
sleeping, finding love... Their existence is pretty 
straightforward, yes, but they are also honest, always 
themselves. This is the kind of place where I feel at home, I’ve 
found my peace.” 


“So, in a way, you’ve achieved your dream, and now you are 
protecting it?” 


“If you'd like to put it like that, then yes.” 

“That’s really cool!” 

Miste wrapped Zeriah into a tight hug. 

“We too are on a journey to chase after our dreams!” 
“Haha, I see. I certainly do hope you'll achieve them.” 


To Miste, the day’s experiences had been truly inspiring. 
Everything she’d seen and heard was a testament to why she’d 
always dreamed of becoming an Adventurer. A life where she 
was free to go wherever she desired and see what wondrous 
things the world had to offer, meet new and interesting people, 
all the while sharing it with the person she loved. 


“We'll keep doing our best, won’t we, Zeri?” 
“You bet!” 


After a while, Dani and Reiram found their way at the scene. 
Sounds of greeting, chatting and laughter from all the friends, 
both old and new, carried late and far into the night. 


VERSE #1: ONLY YOU 


The group managed to make it past the hidden valley without 
any further hijinks. Kaidou was kind enough to escort them all 
the way through. At the far end of the valley, there was a tunnel 
waiting for the travelers. After sharing brief goodbyes with 
Kaidou, the gang headed onward on their own. 


The walk inside the tunnel was a smooth trekking. The path was 
consistently wide, and only a kilometer or so in length. Before 
they knew it, the paradise hidden within the wall of stone was 
already far behind them. 


Upon emerging from the tunnel, the travelers were met by an 
endless vista of grassy fields sloping gently towards the 
distance. A brisk wind was gathering a veil of clouds over the 
horizon, while making patches of daisy swoon along the 
rhythmic whistling. As the clouds sailed through the sky, the 
cracks between them laid scattered spotlights across the fields. 


The travelers felt a sudden chill; the breezy weather caught 
them by surprise. Reiram gripped his hat tightly while the wind 
kept trying to snatch it. 


“I recognize this place. This steppe is only a day’s march away 
from Baltric. We’ve shaved off two whole days from our 
schedule.” 


“See! I told ya so. Ain’t I great, Rei-Rei?” 
“I have to admit it, you came through with your promise, Dani.” 
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The gang hiked over the horizon several times, and yet the fields 
of grass kept expanding all around them, dropping down and 
rising back up, like nature’s very own rollercoaster. 


Without a clear destination in sight, something to focus his 
energy and hopes, Zeriah began to feel weary. 


“How long is this gonna go on?! We’ve been walking for hours.” 


“Come on, Big-Z, cheer up! Just enjoy the weather and smell the 
daisies.” 


Zeriah wasn’t exactly in the mood for Dani’s peppiness. 
“Whatever...” 


While walking through the fields of nothing, Zeriah was given 
time to float aimlessly in his thoughts — too much so. The wound 
on his right arm was burning. It was an irritating reminder of 
his utter failure from yesterday, one that wouldn’t stop 
snickering at him. He felt ashamed for needing Miste to save 
him... again! If she hadn’t broken up the fight, Kaidou would’ve 
ended up gutting Zeriah like a fish. 


This isn’t the way it was supposed to go! I was the one who vowed 
to keep Miste safe. Keep her safe... tch, what a joke! She doesn’t 
need me, I’m only a burden to her. With Yggdrazil’s power, Miste 
can handle herself without me just fine. 


“Something on your mind, Zeri?” 
“Huh...? No, it’s nothing.” 

“You seemed a bit vexed.” 

“I said it’s nothing. Forget it.” 


Even now she cares for me. What a waste! Miste deserves 
someone stronger by her side... someone actually worthy... 


Without warning, Dani inched between Zeriah and Miste from 
behind. 


“I got an idea! Why don’t we have a race to that hilltop over 
there.” 


“Why? 39 


“Just a bit of excitement to keep our spirits up. What do you 
say?” 


Zeriah was already beat as it was. 


“Pass.” 

“Okay. Then how about you, Rei-Rei?” 

The elder Adventurer seemed as dour as always. 
“No, thank you.” 

Miste beamed a perky smile for Dani. 

“Well, I for one think it sounds like fun. You’re on!” 
“Cool! Ready, on the count of three. One...” 
“OneTwoThree- go!!” 


Miste dashed off, leaving Dani to bite her dust along a patch of 
grass she’d kicked up in her wake. 


“Hey-no fair!!” 


Dani gave chase. There was some serious power in the boy’s 
legs; he was quickly able to close the gap between the racers. 


As the image of Miste drew further and further away from 
Zeriah, he instinctively started into a jog to at least somewhat 
keep up with the girl. 


Miste’s giggly laughter chimed down the hill. Her voice was 
poised, carefree, and dripping with glee. Her laughter was 
Zeriah’s favorite sound in the world. It made him feel at home, 
it was the source of his confidence, and a reminder of how good 
life could be. However, today, that sound felt like it was echoing 
away fast, carrying Zeriah’s confidence out of reach along with 
it. 

Miste and Dani kept running neck and neck almost all the way 
to the top. Nearing the finish line, Dani suddenly gained a dash 
of speed — like a pebble from a slingshot - and reached the 


hilltop well before Miste. After catching up to Dani, Miste 
slowed to a halt whilst panting heavily. 


“You... are... ridiculously... fast...” 
“You ain’t a slug yourself, Mystic-M!” 


Dani eyed at the sharply sloping descent before them. A field of 
creamy-white daisies awaited at the bottom. 


“So, how about it? You up for round two?” 
“Hihi! Just try and stop me!” 


Miste and Dani launched downhill just as Zeriah reached the 
top. He was left watching as the pair raced down, side by side. 


Miste and Dani kept speeding ever faster to outrun one another. 
Suddenly, both of them tripped over and tumbled down the hill. 
With countless rolls and somersaults, the two reached the patch 
of daisies with a thump, sending a gust of petals to twirl in the 
air. 


Zeriah zoomed after them, hoping that no one had gotten hurt. 
His worry was quickly erased by Miste’s vibrant laughter, 
booming from amidst the shroud of flowers dancing around 
her. Sadly, Zeriah got to enjoy only a fleeting relief. He felt a 
thorny grip in his chest when another voice joined Miste’s 
giggles; not that there was anything inherently wrong with the 
way Dani laughed, just the way his voice harmonized with 
Miste. Seeing the two sitting amidst a field of flowers felt to 
Zeriah like someone was repeatedly punching him in the gut. 


“Hihihi! So, which one of us won?” 


“Heh, no clue!” 


Noticing Zeriah approaching, Miste turned to meet him with a 
smile. 


“Did you see, Zeri?” 


Suddenly, the smile that Zeriah had come to cherish, the lips of 
the person he held closest to his heart, seemed somehow cruel 
in his eyes. Everything appeared to be the same, and yet not, like 
the feelings of love and adore that Miste usually beamed at 
Zeriah were now only a disguise, thinly masking ice and apathy. 


Given Zeriah’s recent track record, he couldn’t blame Miste for 
distancing herself from him. 


“The way I saw it, you two were evenly matched.” 


Miste got up and walked to Zeriah’s side. She leaned in for a hug. 
The hands wrapping around Zeriah felt like cold plates of steel. 


“You really missed out on a great race, Zeri!” 
“Yeah, seems like it...” 
It was nice of Miste to pay Zeriah any mind. 


Please, Miste. You shouldn’t waste your time on a failure like me. 
You should just focus on doing what makes you happy. 


Dani climbed up from the bed of flowers while stretching his 
limbs. 


“That was quite a rush! Thank for indulging me, Mystic-M.” 
“Tosh, think nothing of it, I had fun!” 

Dani headed towards the next gently sloping hill. 

“Let’s go guys!” 


Miste scurried after Dani. 


“Come on, Zeri!” 


Despite the girl’s cheery calling, Zeriah lingered where he stood. 
He watched longingly as Miste and Dani moved farther away, 
side by side. Their forms seemed to meld together. 


They are quite similar — a fine match for sure. 


Zeriah felt a drop of something cold falling on his cheek and 
rolling to his chin before reaching a freefall towards the ground. 


A glimpse for the skies revealed that the cottony clouds above 
had gained some ominously dark brethren flowing from the 
west. 


Reiram gave Zeriah a tap on the shoulder while passing him, 
startling the boy. 


“Don’t get left behind.” 
“Yeah...” 
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In the span of mere minutes, the dark clouds engulfed the 
heavens completely, leaving a pitch-black mire hanging above 
the travelers. The clear and breezy summer wind from a 
moment ago kept intensifying steadily, all the way into a 
whipping storm. Traveling became arduous as the group got 
constantly lashed at from all sides. The cherry on top of the 
cake-made-out-of-misery was when the storm clouds unleashed 
their fury; pouring down hard and exploding with lighting right 
above the unfortunate travelers. The heavy rain, blinding 
flashes, and the deafening roars of thunder assaulted their 
senses mercilessly, making it impossible to peer anything 
further than a few meters ahead. For a time that felt like an 
eternity, the group pushed on blindly amidst the storm. 


Zeriah felt like he was slogging through an enormous waterfall. 
The icy droplets hammered down on his shoulders and face like 
liquid nails. 


“How much farther?! I don’t know about you guys, but I am all 
done taking a shower!” 


Dani turned to face Zeriah, or at least he assumed it was Dani, 
judging by the wavy silhouette behind the curtain of rain. 


“Whaaat?!” 
“I said that... Bah, forget it!” 


“It’s just a bit further, Big-Z! If we keep going straight, we’ll 
reach the edge of a small forest! From there it’ll only be a couple 
of stone throws till Baltric!” 


“Going straight?! I can’t even see where straight is!!” 


Something touched Zeriah’s hand. It felt soft and warm, even in 
the midst of the freezing rain. He recognized Miste as she 
stepped a tad closer. Her palm curled around his fingers. Right 
then, a shiver of spite shot through Zeriah. Miste’s skin felt like 
a glove of finest silk heated over a bed of embers, a sensation 
most comforting for the cold, tired and all but blind traveler. 
However, this was not something one as worthless as Zeriah 
deserved to experience. 


Zeriah quickly retreated his hand. 
“Zeri...?! What’s wrong?” 
“Don’t worry about me. Just keep going.” 


Miste’s blurry image moved closer to Zeriah, her hand reaching 
towards him. Zeriah took a decisive step backwards to avoid the 
girl, and bumped against Reiram. 


“Grrh!! Watch where youre going, will ya!” 
“Me?! You are the one walking backwards!” 


Miste got close to Zeriah, close enough that her figure came fully 
into focus. She was shielding her face from the rain with her 
hand, hunting for Zeriah’s gaze. 


“What’s going on, Zeri? You’re acting all weird.” 


“Everything is fine — ‘cept for this darn rain! Let’s just keep 
going!” 


Zeriah stomped past Miste, giving her a thump with his 
shoulder as he did. He kept pushing straight forward while 
keeping his head low to cover his face from the needle-like 
raindrops - to no avail, as the wind kept spinning the rain over 
and under and all around. For a moment, Zeriah imagined 
hearing voices calling for his name, but the howling wind and 
sloshing rain made it impossible to be sure. 


Swift footsteps approached Zeriah from behind. Reiram 
appeared through the rain and grabbed the boy from his 
shoulder. The man guided Zeriah into correcting his path with 
a forceful yank. 


“You are drifting away, Zeriah! Try to stick with us.” 


Afar, Zeriah could faintly make out the outlines of Miste and 
Dani. They were waiting for him and Reiram, about a hundred 
meters away. He’d been marching to the wrong direction 
without even noticing it. 


A whispered curse slithered past Zeriah’s lips. 
“Tch, guess I can’t do anything right...” 


“What was that?” 


“Nothing. Never you mind that.” 
Upon reuniting, the group continued on their joint path. 


As the trek through the storm went on, Zeriah sensed Miste 
inching near him. With every step the girl took closer, Zeriah 
took a step further aside in return. 


The rain that hammered Zeriah’s body was starting to bore 
through his skin and drizzle into his soul. He felt like he was 
trapped inside a deep well, filling slowly with dark water. He 
was alone, bound by walls of mucus and icy stone. All the people 
around him were mere illusions to him. Although it was cold 
and lonely, this was exactly the place where he - a failure — 
deserved to be. 


While wallowing in self-loathing, Zeriah accidentally grazed 
against Dani. 


“Heh, seems like water is really your element, Big-Z. You’re 
starting to resemble a hermit crab by the way you strut.” 


“Tm really not in the mood for your jokes.” 
“Come on, cheer up, it’s just water, y know.” 
“Shut up!! For the love of all that is sane... just shut it!” 


Miste’s hand caught Zeriah. Her voice was a strange mixture of 
trembling worry and curtness. 


“What is the matter with you? You’ve been acting odd all day.” 
“Leave me alone!” 
“What?” 


“You heard me - stop bothering me! You can take care of 
yourself, so let me do the same!” 


Miste did not answer, only stared at Zeriah with damp eyes. She 
retreated quickly amidst the rain. 


Zeriah could feel everyone ogling at him with concern, but he 
did not care. All he wanted was to be left alone, the way he ought 
to be. 


The trek continued in silence across the stormy fields. Time and 
distance lost all their meaning to Zeriah. The entire world 
around him was a blur. 


Suddenly, Dani’s voice exploded peppily through the rain. 


“Land ahoy!! Well, uh... forest ahoy... eh, you guys know what I 
mean!” 


Dani kept jumping and pointing at the distance before 
launching into a run. Where did he get all his energy? This was 
something Zeriah couldn’t fathom. 


As Zeriah peered towards the horizon, he noticed — to his slight 
delight — that the murky outline of a forest was indeed looming 
ahead. Everyone chased after Dani with all the vigor still left in 
them, dashing for the shelter promised by the forest. 
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The canopy of the wispy woods didn’t keep the storm from 
blowing, but it did provide some cover from the rain. Drained 
and panting, the group stopped for a moment of rest. 


Only now, after the constant pouring of water had ceased, did 
Zeriah truly feel how utterly soaked he was. His clothes were 
freezing and weighted a ton. 


Miste was squeezing her hair dry while shaking uncontrollably. 
Zeriah could hear her teeth clattering together. The girl began 
to hop in place to fight the cold. The couple locked eyes for a 


brief moment. Miste was quick to avert her gaze, almost 
comically, as she ended up staring straight at the tree she was 
standing under. Zeriah felt a nudge of regret in his chest. He 
cursed himself for making things awkward between them. 


Dani walked to Miste with a confident strut. He whipped out a 
tiny vial of green liquid from one of his pouches and gave it to 
Miste. 


“Here, drink this. It'll supercharge your blood flow, keeps you 
from turning into a popsicle.” 


“Th-thank you, D-Dani.” 

Miste downed her drink in one gulp. 
“Blargh! What is this?” 

“Just some herbs and roots. How ya feeling?” 
“Already a lot better, thanks.” 

“Anytime.” 


The nudging regret Zeriah was feeling morphed into a fist 
pummeling his heart into bloody pulp. Seeing Miste beaming 
her gentle smile at Dani, and the way he returned it in kind, 
painted a clear picture of the situation. 


Pm truly useless. Miste is better off without me. She deserves 
someone capable, someone who'll keep her safe. 


Reiram gave his coat a sharp flick to dry it up. Most of the 
splatters landed on Zeriah’s face. The caustic glare that Reiram 
threw at him gave Zeriah the feeling that the man did it on 
purpose. 


“Alright, enough standing idle. We still have ways to go before 
Baltric.” 


The journey continued through the woodlands. According to 
Reiram and Dani, the group would have to cross a river deeper 
in the woods to get to Baltric. A bridge built by the townsfolk as 
a hunting route between the town and the forest would get them 
across. 


The group made their way forth while skipping from cover to 
cover as the summer storm raged on around them. Drizzles of 
water kept washing down in natural showers between the trees. 


Soon, the sound of wind rustling moist leaves was joined by the 
furious crashing of a river close by. Baltric was no longer far! 
The slog through the storm was finally coming to an end! This 
hope ignited a glimmer of glee inside the travelers. 


Unfortunately, this spark of optimism wouldn’t last... 


As the group arrived at the riverbank, they found the bridge 
gone. The initially flimsy bridge - made out of ropes and planks 
of wood — had snapped in half due to the storm rattling it, and 
ended up washing away by the flooding river. Only a short 
snippet of the bridge remained connected to the shore, 
fluttering in the wind. The opposite side of the river was barely 
visible through the heavy rain. 


The party was left stranded smack middle of the downpour. 
They were at a perfect loss as to their next move. 


“Oh, this is just awesome! Great, just great!” 
Zeriah was the only one to voice out their grump. 


Miste kept peering for the opposite shore, constantly wiping her 
face dry of the raindrops that clogged her vision. The wind kept 
blowing the girl’s braided hair in sync with the remnants of the 
bridge. 


“Is there no other way across, Reiram?” 


“Not nearby. I honestly cannot even begin to guess how far the 
next bridge would be. This isn’t exactly a busy region.” 


“Hey, what’s that over there?” 


Dani was pointing farther downstream. Just above the horizon, 
by the shoreline, there was a faint light, looking like a tiny firefly 
fluttering against the wind. 


“Let’s check it out, guys!” 


With steps that didn’t quite reach a run, but were as fast as they 
could manage in the storm, the group made their way towards 
the beacon of hope flaming in the distance. 
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The light from the oil lamp wasn’t attracting weary travelers 
exclusively; a swarm of mosquitos had gathered to warm up 
around the softly dancing flame. 


Built atop the riverbank, there stood a rural house, with a wide 
terrace circling the entire residence. The terrace was connected 
to a short pier with a boat tied on top of it, safely away from the 
storm. The wooden house had an unusual feel to it; being 
perfectly symmetrical, like a cube, with a thatched roof, and a 
smaller compartment stacked above the main building. 


The oil lamp was hung up on the tip of a long and bendy rod, 
standing at the far edge of the veranda, poking out just a bit 
from under the awning. Its light invited the travelers directly to 
the entrance of the house. 


Before the group could step on the terrace, the doorway to the 
house suddenly opened. The peculiar door — a wide fabric 
decorated with embroideries of flowers inside a wooden frame 


— slid aside with a heavy rasping sound. Warm light flooded 
onto the veranda, and the resident of the quirky household 
emerged from within. 


A young woman clapped down upon the terrace with her pair 
of wooden shoes. She was draped in a green dress with similar 
embroideries as on the door of her house. Her tall and slender 
figure, along the added height from her thick shoes, came 
together to give the woman a graceful, deer-like look. Further 
adding to her appearance as a delicate creature of the forest was 
her mincing walk and the way that her lush mane of reddish 
hair washed over her shoulders as a wild tuft. 


Bizarrely, the woman had a piece of cloth strung up to cover her 
face, like a curtain over a theater stage. She kept peering 
through the fabric, past the group standing right at her 
doorstep, and into the far distance. 


A voice that splashed like a clear mountain spring broke from 
the young woman’s lips. 


“Hello, and welcome! Please, do come inside. The weather 
sounds absolutely dreadful.” 


After a moment of hesitance, the quartet of travelers stepped on 
the terrace. 


“Oh? There are a lot of you! Hmhmhm, well, the more the 
merrier, right?” 


The woman removed the veil from her face, revealing a pair of 
eyes colored faintly grey and white. 


She was blind. 


“Come now, no need to be shy. My name’s Miranda Tamaje.” 
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The architecture inside the house was something Zeriah had 
never seen before. All of the perfectly square rooms were 
placed along a single hallway, with a staircase at the far end that 
led to the attic. Thin walls of decorative cloth and sliding 
doorways separated the compartments from one another. The 
rooms were nearly void of furniture, each small bedroom 
having just barely enough space to lay down, with a simple 
mattress and a blanket to sleep on. The lounge where Miranda 
seated the group didn’t even have chairs, only a table that was 
standing so close to the floor that Zeriah began to question what 
the point was in the first place. At least there were pillows 
placed around the table on which the group was able to kneel 
on. 


The lone mistress of the house was gracious enough to promise 
the group a place to spend the night, free of charge, along 
providing them sets of dry clothing. The pure-white pajamas 
weren’t exactly fashionable, but at least they were warm. 


Miranda serviced her guests with hefty gusto, imploring them 
to simply rest after a strenuous day. The woman seemed 
overjoyed to have company, zooming in and out of the lounge 
to fetch drinks and food for the group. 


Despite her handicap, Miranda proved herself to be stunningly 
self-reliant. There was zero hesitance in her movements, and 
she seemed to know exactly where everyone and everything 
was. If one didn’t know any better, it would be perfectly 
reasonable to assume that the woman was just like any other. 
Perhaps all the time she’d spent at her home, a familiar milieu, 
explained her confidence? 


While enjoying their meal of seared fish and vegetables, the 
group... or rather Miste, mostly... kept trying to strike up a 


conversation with the lady of the house. Despite Miranda’s 
warm and inviting demeanor, she remained mostly passive, 
keeping her answers short and vague. Apparently, she had lived 
all her life here in this very house, living off the river and the 
woodlands around her. That was pretty much the extent of 
information she was willing to share. 


“Don’t mind me too much, please. I’m content just serving the 
occasional passerby any way I can.” 


The lady sat tranquil, surrounded by humble grace as she 
refilled her guests’ teacups, all the while shrouding her face 
behind a piece of cloth, like a bud of a flower too shy to reveal 
its inner splendor. 


Although Zeriah had never much cared for tea, the rush of 
warmth he gained with each gulp was welcome after the 
miserable day he’d had. And yet, at the same time, he wasn’t 
quite sure what difference it would make, for itd only be a 
short-lived comfort... 


Sitting with his warm mug in hand, swirling the drink from side 
to side, Zeriah kept pondering his never-ending sense of gloom. 


Miranda promised to take us to the other side of the river on her 
boat. Maybe I should just turn back to Akrelion and save everyone 
the trouble of putting up with me any longer. I won’t be but a 
burden anyway... 


Zeriah had barely touched his food. As he suddenly realized 
this, he began nibbling on his dish in fear that he might insult 
their hostess. 


Conversely, there was a thunderous clatter of tableware as 
Miste and Dani kept shoveling down their portions like two 
hatchling birds competing for their mother’s graces. 


“Man! That sure hit the spot! Awesome work with the spices. 
Thanks a ton, Miranda!” 


The lady of the house returned Dani’s compliments with a silent 
smile. 


“Wooh! Delicious!” 
Miste put her plate on the table while sighing with satisfaction. 


“Never had fish this good! Hmm, kinda makes me wish I could 
whip up something like this.” 


“Do you cook, Mystic-M?” 


“Nah, not really. Mostly cos I suck at it! I usually end up burning 
everything. Isn’t that right, Zeri?” 


Zeriah lifted his gaze for a glimpse at Miste. Her smiling face 
was a constant reminder of a dream that was fading away from 
Zeriah’s grasp. 


“Yeah, you do.” 
“Ouch, harsh! You got a tough critic, Mystic-M.” 
“Mmm...” 


As Miste didn’t get much of a response from Zeriah, she shifted 
her focus elsewhere. 


“Maybe you could give me some tips, Miranda?” 


“Oh, no, no, no, it’s nothing that special. Your praise is too 
much.” 


“Don’t sell yourself short! We’re all good at something -and you 
for one are awesome at cooking.” 


“Right on, Mystic-M! It’s kinda similar to how you know your 
way around alax-tech.” 


Dani gave Miste’s gauntlet a gentle tap with his fork, making the 
girl hum in delight. 


“Yeah, I guess so. Or the way you know so much about wild 
creatures and stuff.” 


“Thanks, I’m glad you noticed.” 

Dani turned for Zeriah, who had his gaze drooping on his plate. 
“And let’s not forget the designated swordsman of our group!” 
Zeriah didn’t let any reaction to seep onto his face. 

What the hell does Dani know about me? Nothing! 

Miste beamed her smile towards Zeriah. 


“Well, truthfully, swordplay isn’t the only thing Zeri is good 
at...” 


Dani nudged Miste on the shoulder, slanting his brow trickily. 
“Ooh, my, my, sounds juicy!” 
“T-ah-ehhehe... I didn’t mean it like that...” 


Streaks of beautiful red pulsed on Miste’s cheeks, while she kept 
smiling alluringly at Zeriah. 


Zeriah’s stomach churned and his heart ripped apart from 
anguish as the thing that he would miss most about Miste 
rubbed itself in his face. Her sweet and caring nature, and her 
unabashed honesty about her feelings made Miste the most 
wonderful person in the whole entire world in Zeriah’s eyes. 
The fact that he would have to let Miste go, so that she would be 
free of all things weighing her down, made Zeriah grit his teeth 
in defeat. 


Dani threw a playfully scowling look at Reiram sitting across the 
table. 


“And then we have Rei-Rei, who’s good at... uhm... sitting there 
quietly and not contributing to the conversation in any way?” 


Miste let out a bursting titter. 


“Don’t be, I take great pride in my skills of not contributing.” 


Miste and Dani began snickering amongst themselves. Listening 
to the two laughing began to grate on Zeriah’s ears. 


I’m not staying for this. Clearly, Pm not needed. 


Zeriah got up with a swift motion, making the tableware clatter 
as he did. 


“Pm gonna hit the sack. Thank you for the meal, Miss Tamaje.” 
The lady of the house answered with a flustered nod. 

As Zeriah turned to leave, Miste got up in his wake. 

“Wait, Zeri-!” 

Reiram’s voice cut the girl short. 


“Let him be. We’ve all had a long day; maybe we should follow 
Zeriah’s example and get some rest.” 


As the day turned into night, the rainstorm outside began to 
subside; first into a light drizzle, then fading away completely, 
leaving the forest silent and serene. If only by some miracle 
Zeriah could follow suit and extinguish the tempest inside his 
soul. 
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Zeriah couldn’t sleep. The boy laid on his futon and stared at the 
ceiling, counting the planks of wood above him repeatedly. 
There were thirteen of them. No matter how many times he 
counted them, there were always thirteen of them. 


Each time Zeriah stopped his pastime, his self-loathing, 
jealousy, and longing for Miste instantly filled his mind. 


In a vain attempt to vent his frustration, the boy began banging 
his head against his pillow. After a while, he settled down and 
buried his face inside the pillow with a sigh. 


Zeriah was startled by the door to his bedroom suddenly sliding 
open. A familiar aroma of fresh apples flooded the room as the 
person at the door quickly shut it behind her and skipped next 
to Zeriah. 


When Zeriah got his face unburied from the pillow, he found 
Miste kneeling over him. She was beaming her usual giddy 
smile at him. 


“What are you doing here?” 
“I came to see you, silly.” 


Zeriah had trouble fully making out Miste’s face through the 
dimness inhabiting the room. Or at least, so he thought. 
Somehow, Miste seemed distorted, like when looking at a 
painted portrait too close. At the same time, her signature scent 
felt overpowering, intrusive, as the odor of apples violently 
surged for Zeriah’s nose. The image of Miste felt merely 
superimposed over thin air, her presence lacking all the nuance 
that Zeriah had come to know inside and out. Miste was here, 
and yet she felt illusory. 


The sensation was disturbing. Was Zeriah dreaming? Had he 
only imagined knowing Miste in the first place? Was reality 
clashing with his rose-tinted memory of the girl? 


“Pm all here... just for you, Zeriah.” 
Miste caressed Zeriah’s chest with her right hand. 


The touch felt like Miste, but only distantly. The warmth and 
silkiness of her skin was all there, but the feel was wrong. The 
angle of Miste’s fingers, and the way she slid them about 
dominantly, almost aggressively, it was all wrong. This, coupled 
with the sudden shade of seductiveness in her voice gave Zeriah 
an unnerving feeling. 


Something was off, Zeriah was now sure about it. 


The person kneeling beside Zeriah inched her hand lower, 
towards his waist. Zeriah quickly rolled free and stood up. 


“Pm really not in the mood at the moment.” 
“Mmmh, it’s alright... PI get you into the mood...” 


As the image of Miste drew closer, Zeriah grabbed his sword 
from leaning against the wall. Without drawing the blade yet, 
he pressed himself against the wall, as far from the image of 
Miste as he could inside the small room. 


“Now, now, we don’t need anything like that to have some fun, 
do we...?” 


“You aren’t Miste!” 


The person in front of Zeriah stopped on her tracks. Her lips 
curled up high into a mocking version of Miste’s smile. 


“Wha- but of course I am. That’s crazy! Who else would I be?” 


“When do I think Miste looks her cutest?” 


“Huh...? What kind of a question is that?” 
“Answer me!!” 


The person resembling Miste aimed an icy glare at Zeriah. Her 
voice distorted from the one belonging to Miste as she spoke. 


“You'll... wake... everyone... up.” 


The image of Miste melted like an aquarelle painting in the rain. 
As the colors and shapes of deceit washed away, the odor of 
apples faded along with them. 


The illusion disappeared to reveal the form of Miranda. 


The lady of the house stood still and silent, although all of her 
grace from earlier was now gone, her posture giving off the 
sense of hostility. 


A voice echoed inside the small bedroom. It was a hungry and 
childlike holler, belonging to no one Zeriah recognized. 


“No matter!! I won’t let you slip away!!” 


The door to the bedroom flung open with force. Crawling along 
the walls, a set of vines slithered inside the room. The vines 
lunged off the walls with a sudden jolt and towards Zeriah. 
Despite his surprise, Zeriah was able to halt the attack with a 
slash of his sword. 


Waves upon waves of sentient flora started twitching their way 
into the bedroom. No matter how Zeriah fought, he couldn’t 
keep the might of the entire forest at bay. In the end, the vines 
curled all over him, restricting his movements, and 
overpowered him. As the plants’ grip tightened around his 
arms, Zeriah lost hold of his weapon. 


Miranda strutted out of the bedroom. The vines binding Zeriah 
followed behind. The boy kept kicking and struggling for 
freedom, to no avail. He screamed for help as he got dragged 
along the floor of the hallway and towards the entrance of the 
house. 


“Zeri!” 
Miste’s voice came from the other end of the hallway. 


Stepping out of her room, the horrific sight was the first thing 
presented to Miste, making her shudder. She swiftly shook off 
her shock, and dashed towards Zeriah. She passed both Reiram 
and Dani, who had just opened their own doors. 


“Pm coming for you!” 
“Be careful!” 


A single vine lunged for Miste, missing her barely as the girl 
leapt to slide on her belly and underneath the sentient growth. 
Miste crawled the final few meters for Zeriah and reached out 
her hand. Before she could lay a finger on Zeriah, however, the 
growth of vines suddenly yanked the boy violently. The force 
was enough to send Zeriah flying through the entrance of the 
house and tumble down on the muddy soil outside. 


Miranda was standing over Zeriah. A gust of cool night air 
fluttered the cloth over her face. From her expression, it looked 
to Zeriah like the woman was in a trance. She didn’t speak. 
Instead, the voice Zeriah had heard a moment ago returned. 


“You belong to Miranda!” 


The vines began dragging Zeriah towards the depths of the 
forest, with Miranda strutting beside him. 


“Why are you doing this?!” 


Miranda did not answer. 


Zeriah held up his futile fight against the binding growth while 
he got pulled deeper and deeper within his abductor’s home 
field... 
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After a short walk from Miranda’s house, the vines carrying 
Zeriah reeled up towards the crown of a large tree, leaving the 
boy suspended in the air just above the ground. 


Miranda kept pacing in front of the boy, her hand occasionally 
sliding over his cheek or chest. 


The echoey voice speaking on behalf of the woman was 
probably her astra, that much Zeriah had put together - it was 
the only thing that would make sense. 


“You truly are perfect, Zeriah. Young and strong, an ideal mate 
for—” 


“Cut the crap and let me go! And why isn’t Miranda saying 
anything?” 


“Never you mind that.” 


More vines slithered down the trunk of the tree and around 
Zeriah. As the snake-like flora kept coiling about, the boy felt his 
limbs turning numb. In the end, Zeriah was fully cocooned from 
the neck down by the vines. 


Miranda cradled Zeriah’s cheeks inside her palms. The woman’s 
hands felt freezing cold. 


The voice of Miranda’s astra whirled around Zeriah. 
“Do not fear, I promise to take good care of you.” 


“Tm flattered, but not interested!” 


“Ah, but you see, it is not up to you. I’ve chosen you, so just relax 
and enjoy.” 


Miranda leaned closer to Zeriah. Her wet breath washing over 
his face made Zeriah instinctively pucker his lips inwards. Just 
as the tip of Miranda’s nose grazed against Zeriah, a set of 
rustling footsteps appeared, closing in fast. 


“Ugh... Interruptions...” 
“Well, what did you expect!? You just kidnapped me!” 
“We will continue this soon, I promise that.” 


Miranda gave Zeriah a final affectionate rub on the cheek and 
quickly skipped to hide behind the tree. 


Miste, Dani and Reiram arrived at the scene. The trio had 
managed to snatch their weapons along before coming after 
Zeriah. Even Dani was wearing his entire tangled mess of belts 
and straps. 


Through the webbing of green treetops, the skies cast a single 
spotlight of moonbeams down at the root of the great tree that 
acted as Zeriah’s prison. The heavens themselves were mocking 
him. 


Here we are again, I’m the one in need of rescue. I’m utterly 
worthless! 


“Thanks for coming for me.” 

“Of course we came, Zeri! Don’t fret, we’ll free you right away!” 
“Be careful! Miranda is an Astral Bearer!” 

“Yeah, we kinda figured that one out, Big-Z.” 


“Just get me out of here, will ya...” 


The voice of Miranda’s astra returned with a commanding 
growl. 


“Not a step further!” 


From an unseen curtain of space, a dimension secret to 
everyone, the astra’s projection made its entrance. First, a single 
paw pushed its way out, then, a thin snout of blue and white fur. 
With a theatrical leap embodying grace and strength, a two- 
tailed fox stepped into the limelight. It positioned itself right 
between the captive boy and his trio of rescuers. 


The creature’s glare was firm and tranquil, yet sizzling like a 
pan full of boiling oil, ready to punish anyone deemed a threat 
in an instant. 


“T wish no soul harm tonight. Leave us be!” 
Miste took a resolute step forward. 


“Fat chance! Let Zeri go right now, or Pll punch that Bearer of 
yours’ face in!” 


The alaxdrite on the back of Miste’s hand flared up. A rush of 
azure energy poured from the gem to form the shape of an 
enormous fist. Right then, Zeriah witnessed something surging 
inside Miste’s sharply colored eyes, a look that he’d never seen 
the girl wearing before. The burning fire from enthusiasm was 
a common sight on Miste’s face, but now, that flame had turned 
into a scorching storm of pure hatred. This was the first time 
Zeriah had seen Miste truly angry. 


“I won’t ask again!!” 
The fox astra returned Miste’s overtly hostile leer in kind. 


“T see little point debating this any further... So be it!” 


The astra spun around gracefully and dove back inside its 
hidden dimension. 


The earth began to quiver and crackle. Suddenly, the roots of 
nearby trees lunged through the soil, lashing and twitching in 
the air like the legs of an insect in great pain. The wooden 
tendrils formed a wall between Zeriah and his rescuers, and 
began crawling closer to them. 


Zeriah realized that the odds were highly stacked against their 
group. Their opponent was being careful, keeping herself 
strictly hidden. Although Zeriah couldn’t tell the full extent of 
Miranda’s astral ability, he did know that the group couldn’t 
win against her by simply fighting the entirety of the forest 
under her control. Miranda clearly knew her strengths and was 
capitalizing on them fully. 


“Be on your guard, guys!” 


The living roots sprang towards the trio with crushing and 
impaling intent. A series of well-timed leaps and rolls saw the 
group out of the way unscathed. The three of them split up to 
make themselves smaller targets. 


Miste began advancing aggressively through the sentient 
thicket. Dani hollered after her, alarmed. 


“Easy there, Mystic-M! Don’t get reckless!” 


Miste heard nothing. Her focus was fixated on Zeriah waiting 
beyond the wall of roots. A slash with her energy-augmented 
hand snapped the roots out of her way. 


Once Miste got through the barrier, the rest of the roots turned 
from slapping at Dani and Reiram and gave chase after the girl 


instead. She twirled to face the threat closing from behind and 
swatted the attacking roots aside with her astral power. 


Dani and Reiram dashed through the opening created by Miste. 


More roots clawed up from the soil and coiled along the ground 
to encircle the trio. Reiram positioned himself close to Miste, 
guarding her flank. 


“Brashness won't solve a thing — calm down, Miste!” 
“T’ll calm down right after we free Zeri!!” 


The trio engaged in a frantic dance with the roots that lunged at 
them like snakes. Reiram’s handling of his edge-rifle was 
commendable, each of his strikes cut at least one attacking root 
down to size. Dani had no real method to combat the growth 
directly, but his nimble movements at least kept some of the 
roots occupied. 


The gang was doing fine until a soft female voice coming from 
the sidelines distracted them. 


“Stop it everyone!” 


Zeriah saw Miranda stepping into view from behind a tree, 
although once again wearing the deceitful form of Miste. The 
woman’s masquerade made the others shudder as they 
questioned their senses. Luckily, they quickly snapped out of it, 
sharpening their focus on the danger they were facing. 


A thin root slithered its way towards Dani along the ground. The 
boy noticed this sneak attack coming and leapt aside just as the 
tendril swiped at his legs. 


“Wow, this lady has some nasty tricks up her sleeve! Better be 
careful, Rei-Rei!” 


“Thanks for the tip...” 
More roots gathered around Dani. 
“Yeesh! This is getting a bit too crowded for my taste.” 


Dani shot his climbing-wire at the treetops and reeled himself 
to safety. Or so he thought... The tree he was heading to started 
shifting in place, its branches curving towards the boy to snatch 
him within their embrace. 


“No, no, no, no-!!” 

Dani got trapped inside a wooden birdcage forming around 
him. 

“Sorry guys! That was a blunder on my part.” 

The young Adventurer turned his attention towards Zeriah. 
“No worries, Big-Z, this ain’t the end yet!” 


Somehow, Dani’s cheery tone made Zeriah feel further remorse 
over his own ineptness. 


Dani... Nothing brings you down, now does it? 


Reiram dashed for the tree imprisoning Dani, slicing up a bunch 
of roots on his way. Yet more wooden tendrils burst out of the 
ground, spiraling into a bundle right in front of the man. The 
thick collection of roots swung fast at Reiram - a clean hit on his 
gut left him coiling over himself and gagging blood. 


“Bastard...!!” 


A set of smaller roots quickly gathered all over Reiram to bind 
him up. The man got slammed against the tree Dani was 
hanging from and was tied up alongside him. 


“Good hustle there, Rei-Rei!” 


“Ugh, I got sloppy...” 


With her two friends swept away from the battle, Miste’s flame- 
filled eyes grew outright feral. 


“No!!!” 
The girl rushed towards Miranda. 
“Let my friends go!” 


Miste didn’t get far before she was stopped by more roots 
emerging from the soil. 


“Out of my way!!” 


More and more roots kept lashing at Miste, and in return, she 
kept swiping the assaults aside with the power of Yg¢gdrazil. The 
collisions of rugged wood against the knuckles of energy were 
brutal, each of them shattering the energy construct around 
Miste’s hand. Unfazed by this, Miste created a new fist each time 
it got busted. 


The exchange grew more furious by the second. As the tempo of 
attacks around Miste intensified, she had barely enough time to 
replace her energy construct between each strike. In the end, 
Miste’s movements created a whirlwind of formless azure 
energy to spin around her. 


“TH! Won’t!! Let!! You!! Have!! Zeri!” 

Suddenly - like with a flip of a light switch —- the energy from the 
blue alaxdrite stopped flowing, leaving Miste wide open. 
“Wha-No!! Why now?!!” 


As soon as the stream of energy fizzled out, the roots seized their 
chance. 


The wooden tendrils slashed at Miste mercilessly, whacking her 
from all sides, and tossing the helpless girl around relentlessly. 
Each of Miste’s pain-stricken cries pushed a needle through 
Zeriah’s chest. 


“Stop it, don’t hurt her!” 


Even amidst the beating she was receiving, Miste kept crawling 
towards Zeriah, a fierce blaze shooting from her eyes. 


The roots slithered around the girl to bind her down. More and 
more of the wooden tendrils kept crawling over Miste, until she 
could no longer nudge forward. She let out a howling scream, 
carrying out for miles. 


Hearing Miste’s despair made Zeriah grit his teeth. They were 
all trapped - Miranda had unquestionably won. 


Gloating in her enemies’ defeat, Miranda walked by Zeriah with 
pronounced step. 


The fox astra appeared next to the woman. It leered at the 
trapped girl who still held up her struggling against her 
bindings. 


“For crying out loud, show some dignity in defeat, girlie. We’ve 
won!” 


Miranda inched close to Zeriah. She caressed his cheek, and 
rested her head against his shoulder. 


Miste’s eyes erupted yet again into a brand-new level of fury. 
“Do not touch him, you bitch!!!” 
The fox astra laid a venom-filled glare on Miste. 


“Who the hell do you think you are, girl? Know your place!” 


The roots binding Miste started flinging her around, smacking 
her against nearby trees with brutal force. Finally, the growth 
slammed Miste back to the ground. 


The fox astra strutted closer to the girl. 


“You know nothing! Truly, you are blinder than Miranda. You 
don’t even realize how you are making Zeriah suffer!” 


Miste’s look of rage got fused with surprise and fear. 
Zeriah’s heart choked under unfathomable pain. 


It’s not Miste’s fault... It is because of my own uselessness why I’m 
suffering! 
“Don’t listen to her, Miste!” 


The fox astra kept snarling at the girl. 


“Miranda will take care of Zeriah. Better care than you ever 
could.” 


“No... -” 


“You what!? You couldn’t even save him just now. You do not 
deserve him!” 


Tears filled Miste’s eyes, cascading endlessly across her cheeks. 
Hearing Miste’s pitiful sobbing, and being unable to just rush to 
her, embrace her, and comfort her, made Zeriah wish he could 
rip his ears off. 


I’m so sorry Miste, I’m the one making you suffer. 
“Please, Miranda, I beg of you, stop this!” 
The woman did not react to Zeriah’s plea. 


“Why won’t you answer me!!?” 


Unannounced, Freyja’s projection appeared beside Reiram ina 
flash of crystalline dust. The lady astra zoomed to Miste’s side, 
whilst glaring at the fox astra in front of her. 


“..That’s because Miranda is unable to answer.” 


The fox astra returned the lady astra’s look with a disinterested 
glance. 


Freyja’s expression was drenched in contempt, mildly speaking, 
for the anger that she seethed was clearly held in check only by 
her naturally graceful being. Her words were thick with muck 
as she spat them at the fox. 


“You make me sick! How someone could do this to their own 
Bearer is beyond me. Astra like you are a disgrace to our kin!” 


“Shut your mouth, you wench! My Bearer’s happiness is my 
happiness, I do this only for her!” 


Piecing the broken bits of information together helped Zeriah 
realize what was happening. Somehow, the fox astra must’ve 
been controlling Miranda. The boy knew next to nothing about 
how the bond between an astra and their Astral Bearer worked, 
but it made enough sense: two souls inhabiting the same body 
could end up with the newer arrival taking control. 


Judging by Freyja’s reaction to her fellow astra’s actions made 
Zeriah deduce that something like this was extremely frowned 
upon among their kin. 


“What do you really want?” 
The fox astra turned for Zeriah. 


“What I want is for Miranda to find happiness. It’s the least she 
deserves from life. She will be the ideal mate.” 


“She won't be happy with me.” 
“And why wouldn’t she be?” 
“Because I do not love her.” 
The fox glanced at Miste. 


“Trivial. Do not hang on the past, Zeriah. That girl had her 
chance, and she squandered it. Even a blind person could see 
you two ripping apart earlier.” 


Miste’s asking eyes fixated on Zeriah, her lips trembling from 
dread. 


Earlier today, Zeriah would’ve probably turned away to 
distance himself from Miste, but now, he decided to return her 
gaze in kind, and to pour out what he truly felt. 


“I love you, Miste! I love you with all my heart, and I always will! 
No one could ever make me feel the way you do!” 


Miste closed her eyes, a warm glee tickling the corners of her 
mouth. 


“Pm sorry, but Miranda could never be truly happy with me.” 
The fox astra’s expression began to show signs of desperation. 


“Why... What does Miranda lack? Is she not pretty enough, is 
that it? Hasn’t she proven to be an exemplary lady of the house? 
Or is it because she’s blind?” 


The creature let out a frustrated growl. 


“What more could she possibly offer?! She... she’s strong! My 
powers make her unbeatable! Imagine, she can be anyone you 
could ever desire. Just will it in your heart and she’ll make it 
come true.” 


An unintended smile rose on Zeriah’s face as he listened the fox 
astra make its bargain. It came clear to him now more than ever 
that no person could fill the void inside his heart — other than 
his own special someone! 


“She just wouldn’t be Miste.” 
“No... I will not have this! T’ll-!!” 


The fox astra’s projection shuddered suddenly. It roared as if in 
pain. 


“Graah! No, Miranda, wait! I’m only doing this for you...” 


Just like her astra, Miranda’s body began fidgeting slightly, like 
fighting against invisible bindings around her. 


The fox astra’s projection winced and twitched into unnatural 
positions. 


Miranda slumped to the ground like a puppet that got its strings 
cut. The woman rested her head against her palm while trying 
her best to stand back up. A wobble in her legs forced her firmly 
back to the ground. 


“This... ends now!” 


With Miranda’s declaration, the roots and vines holding the 
group captive pulled away, slithering back to their natural 
domain within the soil. 


As soon as Zeriah was free he rushed to help Miste on her knees. 
“Are you alright, Miste?” 
“I’m peachy... I'm more worried about you.” 


“Pm not hurt.” 


Miranda struggled herself on her feet, leaning against the tree 
that had a moment ago acted as Zeriah’s prison. 


“Please, forgive me... I didn’t wish for any of this...” 


The blind woman shuddered as Reiram’s hand dropped softly 
on her shoulder. 


“Itis not your fault.” 
“Th-Thank you.” 


Miranda grabbed hold of the elder Adventurer for support. Her 
sightless gaze lingered squarely on the ground as she addressed 
the fox astra. 


“How could you, Viekas?!” 


“I only did it for your sake. You deserve to be a bride, more than 
anyone in the whole world.” 


“I do not wish anyone harm.” 


“Why do you insist on being such a pushover?! This world... it 
is rotten! If you want something, you should just play dirty and 
take it, that’s the only way to survive...” 


The fox astra — designated by Miranda as Viekas - let out a 
snarky laugh that quickly morphed into a sorrowful gurgle. 


“..Or did you learn nothing from the way Gavin treated you?! 
The way he and his pals—” 


“You stop it right now, Viekas!! Just stop it!” 


The creature fell silent for a moment. 


“I only desired your happiness, Miranda.” 


“Pd really like to believe that, Viekas, I really would...” 


After staring at her Bearer for a while, Viekas turned away. The 
fox astra stepped behind an invisible curtain hung in the air and 
disappeared. 


“Viekas has pulled herself distant... I can’t reach her right now. 
I’m sorry... she didn’t even apologize.” 


Miranda would’ve slumped face first to the ground, were she 
not supported by Reiram. 


“I feel so ashamed. I honestly did not want any of you harm. 
Forgive me... forgive me...” 


The woman crumbled to lean against Reiram as a stream of 
tears washed over her face. 


Miste tugged Zeriah from his sleeve. The girl wore a face that 
was Clearly waiting for him to take a stance. Zeriah didn’t have 
to ponder his answer for long. 


“I don’t blame you, Miranda.” 
Miste added a chirpy backbeat to Zeriah. 
“Neither do I.” 


There were still signs of anxiety on Miste’s face, but the girl 
fought valiantly through it to smile at Miranda, even if she 
couldn’t see it. 


Dani strutted beside the couple while flexing his numbed-out 
limbs. 


“Seeing as nobody got hurt too badly, I won’t be holding a 
grudge either.” 


Miranda dried her tears on the cloth draping her face. 
“Thank you all.” 


Reiram kept a tight hold of the woman as the trembling of her 
legs continued. Freyja fluttered close to them. The lady astra’s 
voice was cottony and soothing. 


“Can you make it back to the house?” 


“I think so. Sorry for troubling you. Viekas... she normally helps 
me get around. I guess that made it easy for her to take control.” 


“It’s alright.” 


Reiram began slowly leading Miranda away. Zeriah tried 
getting up to join them, but was stopped by Miste still firmly 
holding his sleeve. 


“Miste?” 
“Zeri... I...” 
She was struggling to hold back from crying. 


“Whatever it was that I did to make you angry... Pm sorry. 
Please, don’t be mad.” 


If Zeriah could kick himself on the head, he would have. 
“Don’t apologize, you’ve done nothing wrong.” 


“Then why have you been so distant and awkward the whole 
day?” 
“Because I’m angry at myself.” 


“What?” 


Zeriah couldn’t back away anymore. It was time to come clean 
and be honest. It was the least Miste deserved. 


“T feel like I’ve utterly failed at protecting you. Over these past 
few days, we’ve been through so many perils, and every time 
you’ve been in danger I’ve been powerless to help you. It’s 
always either Reiram, or Dani, or Yggdrazil coming to your 
rescue.” 


“But that’s—” 


“Pm useless! There’s no way around that. I’m just not strong 
enough. I figured that if Pd distance myself from you, itd be 
easier to let you go. You deserve to be free, Miste, free from 
someone like me dragging you down.” 


Miste’s expression cycled through all imaginable emotions 
while she listened Zeriah pouring the fragility of his soul out to 
her. 


“That’s it? That’s what’s been bothering you?” 
“Uh... yeah.” 


Miste’s gaze dropped to the ground as she spent a silent moment 
in her thoughts. Then, suddenly, she took a deep breath and 
bellowed out like a foghorn. 


“You are an idiot!!!” 
Miste’s roar sent Zeriah stumbling backwards. 
“Wha-” 


“So what if you’re not strong enough? Who cares!? It didn’t even 
occur to me that you...” 


Miste shook her head in disbelief. 
“Tdiot!! Idiot!! Idiot!! Idiot!!” 
“Pm sorry.” 


“Don’t apologize! Pm not mad. I’m relieved. You made me so 
scared that something was actually wrong.” 


Somehow, Zeriah truly felt like he was the most idiotic person 
in the world at the moment. 


Miste snatched Zeriah’s hands in a tight grip, unlike any he had 
felt before. It was as if the warmth that Miste radiated through 


her skin was a river of warm honey flowing all over Zeriah and 
gluing the boy together with the girl. 


“Your dream is to become the strongest swordsman ever, right? 
Which means you’re not the strongest yet, that’s why it’s called 
a dream. I want to be there with you, I want to witness you grow 
stronger and realize that dream.” 


Miste’s eyes filled with brilliantly sparkling ink. Her gaze drilled 
Zeriah intently. He came close to drowning inside the pools of 
inviting color. 


“You said you love me, Zeri. You still do, right?” 
“Of course I do.” 


Miste dove at Zeriah and caught him inside her embrace as the 
couple fell to the ground. The girl locked her lips with Zeriah, 
and the two shared a fierce moment of passion. 


This Miste felt perfect to Zeriah, she was the real deal. A gentle 
yet unyielding aura surrounded her, one that told Zeriah time 
and time again that she was meant only for him. The subdued 
aroma of apples flowing from her hair always reminded Zeriah 
of Akrelion; with Miste he was always home. 


After their kiss, Miste coiled harder around Zeriah. 


“Huggzy-squeezey! I will never let you push me away, you hear 
me!? We’re always together!” 


“Haha, I hear ya!” 
Dani let out a whistling approval. 
“Wooh, you go, Big-Z!” 


The couple got up while sniggering amongst themselves, partly 
out of joy, partly from embarrassment. 


“Hey, thank you guys for coming to my rescue.” 
Reiram averted his gaze. 
“Think nothing of it.” 


Dani offered Zeriah a wink, a grin, and a pronounced thumbs- 
up. 
“Any time, Big-Z!” 


Seeing Dani’s sincere smile made Zeriah queasy. There was still 
something he’d have to get off his chest. 


“Listen, Dani, I... uh... I think I owe you an apology.” 
“Huh? For what?” 

“Y'know, for being a jerk today.” 

“Okay, apology accepted.” 

Somehow, it still didn’t feel right to Zeriah. 


“No, it’s not that simple. I lashed at you because I was frustrated 
at myself.” 


“Dude, it’s alright.” 


“And it wasn’t just for that. Seeing the way you and Miste were 
getting along so well made me feel... jealous.” 


“Wait- you thought that me and Mystic-M were hitting it off 
like... that?” 


Miste squeezed Zeriah’s hand. 
“Zeri, I could never-” 
He returned the firm hold affectionately. 


“I know, I know, and I feel dumb for even thinking about 
something like that. So, will you forgive me, Dani?” 


“That was really dumb, Big-Z, like monumentally dumb.” 
“I know.” 

“Its like, Were you dropped as a kid? -kind of dumb.” 
“Yeah, I get it.” 


“It’s like, Putting on your hat and then wondering where your hat 
is -kind of dumb.” 


“I think we all got the idea already...” 

“It’s like—” 

“Dani!!” 

“Hehe, okay, Pll stop... but it really was dumb, y’know.” 
“It was. Will you forgive me?” 


“Already have, Big-Z. Though I can’t for the life of me see how I 
could just swoop in and steal your girl...” 


“You and Miste are so similar, you both make fast friends. And 
you're a cool guy, so I can’t see why not.” 


Dani peered around at everyone, confused, as if feeling 
someone was yanking his chain. 


“You think I’m cool?” 


“Well, yeah. I mean, you’re barely any older than me and Miste, 
and you’re already a hotshot Adventurer.” 


Dani’s mouth knotted up as he tried holding back his laughter. 
Miste started giggling too, sealing her mouth inside her hands 
to restrain herself. Even Reiram threw out an amused snort, 
while Freyja chuckled playfully next to him. Miranda had a 
discreet curve at the corner of her lip. 


Dani waved his hand jokingly to fan off his sizzling mojo. 
“Tell ya what, Big-Z, you sure know how to boost a guy’s ego!” 


Zeriah’s face burned with red. His apology had somehow 
morphed into some kind of demented love confession towards 
Dani. 


He gave his neck an embarrassed rub. 

“So, we’re all good?” 

“Heh, the goodest!” 

Dani extended his hand to Zeriah with a smile. 
“I think yow’re pretty cool too!” 


The young Adventurer’s grip was firm and confident, stronger 
than one would expect from his slender figure. 


“Have a little more faith in yourself, Big-Z. I should be the one 
envying you. You’ve managed to grab yourself an awesome gal.” 


“Yeah, I have.” 


Miste rested her head against Zeriah’s shoulder. He could feel 
her warm smile through her cheek. 


Dani gave the couple a scanning look. 
“I just hope TIl find a swanky dudette of my own someday.” 


“Pm sure you will. And when that day comes and you decide to 
make your move, Zeri will vouch for your coolness!” 


“Ha-ha, I certainly will.” 


Freyja’s splendorous aura pulsed festively as the lady astra 
fluttered around Reiram. 


“Baw, would you look at that, Reiram! Seeing such beautiful 
friendship just makes me feel all ticklish inside.” 


“You already live inside me. I don’t know how much more inside 
one can possibly get...” 
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“Argh! What on earth is wrong with this thing!?” 


The soft gleam from the oil lamp on the floor painted a blurry 
shadow to dance on Miste’s face as she shook her gauntlet 
violently back and forth. 


After getting back to the house, Miste had parked her butt to the 
corner of Zeriah’s bedroom and begun tinkering with her 
gauntlet right away. The girl had disassembled and 
reassembled her gauntlet a dozen times in succession without 
finding the culprit for the malfunction earlier. 


“All the engine components are fine... And it’s not the nerve 
sensors either, they are all intact... Which only leaves...” 


Miste picked up the blue alaxdrite off the floor and cradled it in 
both her hands. She gathered all of her focus to summon the 
powers within the gem. 


The alaxdrite — housing the astra called Yggdrazil — seemed just 
like any other of the countless gems that the inventor had held 
over the years. The mystical azure blaze that signified the 
activation of Yggdrazil’s power would not emerge, no matter 
how hard Miste tried. 


“Why!? Why won’t you answer?” 
Zeriah was sitting opposite to Miste, following the girl work. 


“Maybe Yggdrazil is sleeping?” 


“Hmm, I hope so...” 
In truth, neither of them was even sure if astra did sleep. 


Miste placed the alaxdrite gently on the floor before slamming 
her head against the wall. A shriek of frustration echoed 
through the bedroom. 


“T really hate this...!! It sucks just being in the dark and not 
knowing! Why can’t knowledge just drop from the sky or 
something? Would make all of this a lot simpler. For all I know, 
something could be seriously wrong with Yggdrazil. Maybe he’s 
in danger! It’s unnatural for astra to be in this sort of state in the 
first place, right? Even Freyja can’t help, she’s as baffled as we 


“Hey, hey, calm down, Miste.” 
Zeriah crawled next to the girl. 
“There’s nothing you can do right now, so don’t worry about it.” 


Zeriah’s gentle touch against her shoulder made Miste settle 
down somewhat. 


“Yea, youre absolutely right, Zeri.” 
Miste gave both her cheeks a clasping slap. 


“Tl worry about it once we reach Powderberg. Ill get someone 
there to analyze the alaxdrite. They are bound to find out 
something that’ll help us free Yg¢gdrazil.” 


Although, we have other things to worry about too once we get to 
Powderberg... 


Miste grabbed Zeriah by the hand. 


“I don’t want to see anyone dear to me suffer.” 


“Uh-huh, you kinda made that abundantly clear today.” 
Zeriah aimed a worrying look on Miste. 

“Those bruises look like they hurt.” 

Miste flexed her free arm with a pompous smile. 
“Don’t worry, I’ve had worse beatings!” 


Seeing the girl recoil in pain as she bent her arm in a way that 
she clearly shouldn’t have made Zeriah wince from empathy. 


On top of the pounding Miste had taken back in Akrelion, she 
had received quite the punishment from her opponent tonight 
as well. Zeriah doubted that Miste had even fully healed from 
her previous trashing. Her arms and shoulders were now more 
covered in black and blue than the soft and silky creaminess her 
skin should be. 


“ve had worse — doesn’t exactly sound right. Don’t push 
yourself.” 


“Pm peachy, really.” 


The couple spent a moment in silence, listening to the sounds of 
the river outside. 


“We’ve been through quite a lot in a few days.” 

“More than most people will go through in their entire lives.” 
“It’s been mostly dangerous stuff...” 

“Yeah, but we’ve made it through together.” 

Miste tightened her grip on Zeriah’s hand. 


“You know that there’s no one else who Pd rather share my 
adventures with, right?” 


“I know. I feel the same.” 


By words alone, Zeriah could never fully express how strongly 
he felt about Miste. Her hand locking with his was a perfect fit. 


“You know, it’s kinda funny - in a creepy and not really funny 
way at all - but when Miranda, or rather Viekas, came here 
earlier while pretending to be you, I knew right away that 
something was off. I knew she wasn’t you.” 


“She was pretending to be me?” 


“Well yeah, don’t you remember back in the forest? She was 
masquerading as you.” 


“No... when she tried to trick us she looked like Sasha.” 
“What? But she’s never even seen Sasha. How could she...” 
The couple’s eyes lit up as the same theory hit them both. 
“That’s actually kinda interesting...” 

“In a creepy and not really interesting way at all...” 


“Right. It seems like Viekas’s astral ability isn’t so much a 
disguise as it is a free-forming illusion affected by whoever sees 
it.” 

“Something like that, I guess. But why Sasha of all people?” 


“Hmm, maybe the illusion forms the shape of the person closest 
to the victim? Closest woman, I mean.” 


“Makes sense.” 
Miste peered at Zeriah with an alluring look in her eyes. 
“Guess your heart doesn’t lie, eh, Zeri?” 


“Just like your eyes won’t either.” 


There was a knock on the bedroom door, followed by the door 
instantly sliding open. What was the point of knocking in the 
first place? 


Reiram stepped inside the room. 
“Still up, I see.” 


Zeriah glared at the elder Adventurer who had barged in to 
disturb the couple. 


“Did you want something?” 

“Just checking that my travel companions are doing alright.” 
Miste got up, dragging Zeriah to stand in her wake. 

“Were both fine. Thank you, Reiram.” 


Freyja emerged next to the man from a cloud of shimmering 
dust. 


“How about Yggdrazil? Did you reach him, Miste?” 
“Nothing. Not even a flicker. I’m sorry.” 
“I see... That is unsettling.” 


Reiram waved his hand to brush off his astral partner’s 
concerns. 


“No point wallowing on it.” 


“That’s what Zeri said too. I’ll look into it further once we arrive 
at Powderberg.” 


Freyja gave Miste a cheery nod as an answer. 


Zeriah couldn’t even begin to imagine what the lady astra’s 
feelings were on the whole Yggdrazil situation. One could 
assume that learning as much as possible about Yggdrazil’s 


unusual state was of the utmost interest to Freyja, for it also 
meant potentially learning more of her own existence as an 
astra. 


“How’s Dani?” 


“Sleeping like a log. I swear, that kid doesn’t fall asleep, but 
rather just becomes comatose.” 


“What about Miranda?” 


Miste’s expression grew troubled as she asked about their 
hostess. 


“She dozed off eventually. She was truly devastated over her 
partner’s actions. She kept murmuring sorry over and over till 
falling asleep.” 


“T feel bad for her... None of this was her fault.” 
Freyja’s expression turned somber. 


“We astra share our lives with our Bearers. We feel and care for 
them, sharing their sorrows, and they do the same for us. I think 
Miranda understands Viekas’s motivations fully and is 
saddened by the fact that she drove her partner to such heinous 
acts. Their bond is eternal, they’ll have a lot to work through, 
and only they can make things right for themselves.” 


“I hope they'll figure things out.” 
“As do I.” 
Reiram turned for the door. 


“Pll stay up to make sure we don’t get any further nasty 
surprises. Good night you two, don’t stay up too late.” 


Freyja bowed gracefully at the couple, and her projection 
crumbled away into fine luminous dust. 


Just as Reiram got through the door, Miste suddenly called after 
him. 


“Wait, I wanted to ask you something.” 
“Hmm?” 


“Back in the woods, who did you see Miranda masquerading 
as?” 


“Oh yeah, now that you mention it, I’m curious too!” 


Reiram did not turn to address the couple. A single heavy breath 
escaped into the hallway. 


“Good night you two.” 
The man shut the door behind him without another word. 


The couple was left alone in the bedroom. The oil lamp on the 
floor created a merging silhouette of the two on the wall behind 
them. 


“Somehow I expected that.” 
“Yep.” 


Miste strutted to the other side of the room and picked up 
Zeriah’s sword from the floor. While humming a cheery tune, 
the girl presented the weapon to Zeriah. 


“What now?” 


“Remember the rule I placed when I gave you this sword? You 
promised to never doubt yourself. You broke your vow today, 
so now you'll have to retake that oath!” 


“Youre right. Fine, let’s try this again.” 


Zeriah took hold of the scabbard of the sword. The couple’s 
hands were now connected through the weapon. 


“I, Zeriah Walz, swear to newer doubt myself while pursuing 
my dream. I will become the strongest swordsman in history 
and show everyone the steel of my will!” 


With an approving hum, Miste released the sword. Zeriah 
brought the weapon close to his chest. 


“I won’t let you down, Miste, as long as you believe in me.” 
“T always will, Zeri.” 


Zeriah laid his trusted weapon - entrusted to him once more — 
to lean against the bedroom wall and picked up the oil lamp 
from the floor. A turn of a knob snuffed out the flame inside the 
lamp, leaving the room shrouded in calm twilight. 


“It’s been a long day. We should probably get some sleep.” 
“Uh-huh. Listen, Zeri... Would it be okay if I spent the night 
here? With you?” 

“Sure, of course.” 
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The tiny mattress and blanket were a tight squeeze for the 
couple, but they made it work. Pressing against one another, 
Zeriah and Miste laid silently with their eyes locked. 


The sounds of rushing water outside entwined with the chirping 
of crickets hiding by the riverbank to create a soothing static, a 
crackling lullaby. Listening to the sounds of nature while Miste’s 
warm breath caressed his cheeks lulled Zeriah into a state of 
utter relaxation. He felt lucky to be alive, right here, right now. 


Miste flashed Zeriah a crafty smile. 


“Zeri. This may sound stupid, but it feels kinda romantic right 
now.” 


“I think it’s romantic too.” 
“I mean... Pm feeling kinda romantic.” 
“Huh? Oh...! You mean...” 


Miste let out a cute giggle. She brought her lips to embrace 
Zeriah. 


Miste’s warmth washed over Zeriah with a tidal wave of desire. 
She nourished herself fiercely within Zeriah’s embrace, the 
strong arms that she longed for. Zeriah swooned from the flood 
of ecstasy lathering him all around. Miste’s skin was like cotton 
candy brushing against him. Her kisses were wet and hot with 
just the right amount of sass. A stray lock of her hair tickled his 
chest. Everything about Miste felt perfect to him. 


As the waves of their bodies grew more and more intense, 
Zeriah caught Miste firmly in his grip and under his control. The 
girl did not resist; a winking gleam in her eyes invited him to 
indulge himself fully. 


Experiencing the full extent of Miste’s graces, while a soft, 
almost inaudible whisper calling for his name broke from her 
lips was a moment that Zeriah wanted lasting forever. Miste’s 
honesty in the way she responded to Zeriah’s every move spoke 
unbreakable truth of the couple’s connection. They were crafted 
for one another, and their love would take a thousand lifetimes 
to be fully expressed. 


Nothing in this world could ever come between them! 


VERSE #8: GATHERING WARMTH 


A river of diamonds, shimmering intensely enough to blind 
anyone daring to gander at its brilliance. A blue sky, decorated 
by thin clouds swirling along the winds like delicate strings of 
silk. A refreshing breeze, caressing the tips of one’s hair while 
whispering praises for the prime of summertime. Truly, after 
the day of raging storms behind them, the group was blessed 
once more with the ideal weather to continue their journey. 


Miste lifted her hair up in a bun, letting the sun tickle her neck. 


The gentle swaying of the boat felt relaxing as Miranda sculled 
the travelers across the river. The blind lady’s handling of her 
vessel’s single oar was remarkable, for someone suffering from 
such a disadvantage as her. The gang had offered their help 
navigating, yet the lady had respectfully declined. 


Looking at Miranda standing by the stern of the boat, rowing 
away with effortless motion, the wind dancing through her hair, 
her colorless gaze lost beyond the horizon, made Miste think 
how uneven the fruits of joy could be. Miranda wasn’t a bad 
person, and none of the events from yesterday were her fault. 
Even so, pain and guilt radiated strongly upon her expression 
and from the silent sighs escaping her lips. 


Miranda had made repeated attempts to reach out to her astral 
partner, to no avail. The foxlike astra chose to remain hidden. 


What Viekas had done was horrible, no matter how much her 
motives were guided by her caring for her Bearer. Miste would 
be hard-pressed to outright forgive the astra. And yet, at the 
same time, Miste wished that Miranda could make truce with 
her partner. Miste knew the pain of being unable to help those 


she loved, so she could perfectly relate to Miranda, as well as 
Viekas. 


Thankfully, everything was clear between her and Zeriah. Miste 
felt like their bond was now stronger than ever. 


“Uhm, Miranda?” 
The woman turned to face Miste. 
“Yes?” 


“For what it’s worth, I believe that a true bond between two 
souls can never be fully severed. I hope you and Viekas can 
make up soon.” 


“Oh, my... Is that how sullen I look? Please, do not fret for me.” 
Miranda curved her lips into a gentle smile. 


“I can feel Viekas, she is always here inside me, in her own 
secluded corner next to my soul. She simply refuses to answer 
my calling for her. Think of it as a child’s tantrum. She’ll come 
around eventually.” 


Even though Miranda tried to hold a brave face, there was no 
escaping her pain. 


“Ah... she’s so stubborn! Pd have her apologize to all of you a 
thousand times, and a thousand times more after that! I can 
never escape this shame...” 


“Stop that, Miranda! You have nothing to be ashamed of.” 
Zeriah tapped the hilt of his sword against the boat’s railing. 


“If you let yourself sink for too long, eventually you’re gonna 
drown.” 


The boy aimed a grateful look at Miste. She knew Zeriah was 
speaking from his own experience. 


Reiram was sitting at the bow of the vessel, his gaze aimed 
squarely towards their destination, like the world’s most lifelike 
figurehead. 


“We all make enough mistakes of our own, so there’s absolutely 
no point in gathering other people’s sins on your shoulders.” 


Dani kept nodding his head in approval. 


“Right, right... I... uhm... I can’t really think of something 
poignant to add right now... so... what the other guys said!” 


Miste wasn’t quite sure if Miranda could tell that everyone was 
smiling at her, but seeing the woman’s expression lighten up 
made Miste think that maybe on some level she could feel it. 


“You people are so sincere. I feel grateful to have met you.” 
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The group’s journey across the river was over before they knew 
it. Miranda steered her boat to float along the riverbank. Once 
everyone had gotten their feet back on solid ground, the lady 
turned her vessel back towards home. 


“Good luck to you all. I hope the rest of your journey will fare 
with less... complications.” 


“Thank you for everything, Miranda.” 


The group set out for their next destination, the town of Baltric. 
Miranda kept waving them cheerful farewells. Before the gang 
moved beyond an earshot from the shore, Miste turned to face 
the lady one last time. 


“Well come back to see you someday! I hope you'll cook us 
something tasty again!” 


“Pd like that very much! Take care, my friends!” 


Miranda didn’t start towards her home for a good while. It was 
a rather peculiar sight; the blind woman kept on waving and 
waving, even long after her friends had already disappeared 
beyond the horizon. 


ok OOK k 
“Care for a refill, Captain?” 
“Td adore one, thank you!” 


Samsara Talmond took a sip of her spicy tea. The exotic ember 
pepper blend imported from Makeon held a unique fiery 
feistiness; it was the perfect beverage to ignite one’s senses at 
the beginning of a brand-new day. 


The cute young waitress offered Samsara a soft smile. 

“Has everything been to your liking?” 

“Absolutely delicious! The cheesecake especially was divine.” 
“We still have some left. Would you like another slice?” 


“Tempting... but I must decline. I already feel I’ve indulged 
more than I ought to. Any more would be rather sinful of me.” 


Samsara winked jovially with her voice. The waitress tittered, 
and curtsied with a peppy bounce, before making her leave. 


“If you change your mind, you just call me, okay?” 


A gentle breeze brushed past the café, balancing the balm of 
the sun, as well as the scorch of the tea deliciously. The wind 
stole a single lock of Samsara’s lustrous golden hair to flutter 


wildly. She tucked the pesky runaway behind her ear. While 
savoring her tea, Samsara turned her watchful eye towards the 
crowd bustling past at the street down below. The terrace at 
the second floor of the café was a perfect spot for people 
gazing. 


Brunch-time was barely beginning, and the town of Baltric was 
already in full hustle-and-bustle. Naturally, for the town was 
one of the grand hotspots of trade in northeastern Zirinia. 
People and products were constantly flowing in and out of 
town via wagon, train, and the modern alaxtech-powered 
motor vehicle. With so many travelers and businessmen 
shifting through the packed streets from day to day, Baltric 
never knew a truly dull moment. Though sadly, not all activity 
was strictly legal. It was the sort of town where trouble could 
emerge without warning. 


And that’s exactly what happened! 


From afar, screams of distress boomed over the static murmur 
of the town. 


“Help!! Thieves!! Stop them!!” 


Three men shoved and tackled their way through the crowd. 
Each of them had hidden their faces with a cloth wrapped 
around their heads, making them all look like severe burn 
victims. One of them was carrying the cash box form the local 
haberdashery. They were chased by two young knight officers; 
easy to spot by their blazing-red uniforms. Both of them had 
trouble keeping up with the robbers. Unlike the crooks, the 
knights did their best not to trample the good law-abiding folk. 


“Make way! Everybody clear out!!” 


Shrieks and panic spread throughout the crowd. People 
rushed, pushed, and stumbled over each other. The street was 
packed so tight that there really wasn’t anywhere to feasibly 
sidestep. At this rate, the villains would get away, or worse, 
end up hurting someone. 


Samsara swiftly downed the rest of her tea, dropped enough 
coin on the table to pay for her meal — generous tip included — 
and jumped off from the terrace. She landed from her perch 
neatly amidst the crowd, and right into the path of the trio of 
criminals. 


“That’s quite far enough!” 


Shocked and surrounded, the robbers halted. A circular 
clearing formed within the crowd around Samsara and the 
criminals as people scuttled away as far as they could. The two 
knight officers reached the scene a few seconds later — a clean- 
cut lad and a lass with a carrot ponytail — both of them 
reaching for their blades. 


“Not a step further!” 
“You’re all under arrest!” 


Upon realizing Samsara’s presence, the duo snapped into 
attention. 


“Captain Talmond!!?” 


Samsara waved for both of them to settle down. Their surprise 
was understandable. She was a stranger in town, far away 
from her usual station, and the two fresh-faced recruits 
weren’t under her direct command. 


“Would you be opposed to leaving this to me?” 


“Not at all, ma’am.” 


Samsara stood against the robbers gallantly, staring them 
down with her sharp sapphire gaze. 


“Not much harm has been done as of yet. You three still have 
the power to walk away from this with a slap on the wrist and 
turn your life around.” 


Samsara could see from the trio’s eyes that they were 
exceedingly young under their masks; none of their gazes had 
been hardened by the life of crime yet. They were most likely 
all still in their teens. Hopefully, a bit of stoic intimidation 
would be enough to divert them from their dark path. 


The member of the trio carrying the cash box dug inside his 
jacket and whipped out a pistol. 


“No matter how many of you crimson-coat-bastards appear, 
we ain’t stopping!!” 


The gunman swatted his weapon past the crowd. There was a 
collective shriek, a couple of people ducked in fright, yet no 
one dared to move from where they stood. The gun was a 
standard single shot flintlock, the most basic firearm one 
might carry. Even so, in the wrong hands, even a single shot 
was one shot too many. 


“Now, nobody twitches a muscle ‘cept to get the hell off my 
way! As for you, lady big-shot cherry-jacket, you are just gonna 
mosey aside and let us walk, else I start target practicing!” 


“You do realize that once you fire, you’ll have no way of 
defending yourself.” 


“Y-Yeah! But I know for a fact that none of you is willing to be 
the first to go, so we’re all set!” 


The gunman took a step towards Samsara, poking his gun at 
her and the surrounding folks in turn. 


“Now out of the way! Scat!!” 


“Pm sorry, but I cannot do that. Standing against you is a duty 
that comes with the cherry-jacket.” 


Samsara flung the lengthy tail of her blazing-red coat aside, 
taunting, revealing her own flintlock under her arm, as well as 
the imposing katana hanging from her belt. Her voice shot out 
with poised grit. 


“T assure you, I’m rather quick on the draw.” 


What little bravado the gunman had - shattered instantly. His 
weapon hand jittered. 


Another one of the robber trio bellowed out, irritated, 
unsheathing a crude one-hand sword. 


“Crimson coats are all talk! Bet you bitch ain’t any different! 
You wanna tango - let’s do it!!” 


The overly confident youth turned his blade at Samsara. 


The lady knight riposted the raving with utter calm, resting 
her hand upon the scabbard of her katana. 


“You should never point your blade at people you aren’t ready 
to face.” 


The situation was at a deadlock. Of course, Samsara could’ve 
taken out the trio of hoodlums effortlessly. However, she 
refused to make her move before making absolutely sure that 
the gun-toting goon would be unable to hurt anyone innocent. 
She needed a distraction. 


Curiously, the third member of the criminal troupe - the one 
who had yet to utter a word — seemed to be almost as 
distraught as the blameless civilians. His meek eyes trembled, 
his hands clutched into fists. There was a dagger hiding 
underneath his jacket, but unlike his accomplices, the 
youngster had no will to reach for it. Another detail of note 
was his shirt, or rather the logo on it; an explosion of colorful 
geometric shapes. The design was from one of the early album 
covers of a popular recording artist, DaViBo — known for his 
eclectic fusion of musical stylings and genres. Coincidentally, 
the man had just released a new album after half-a-decade of 
radio silence. 


Samsara reached for the timid youngster, subtle grin in her 
voice. 


“How did you fancy The Bracing Balladeer’s latest?” 


The name was a reference to one of DaViBo’s most famous 
songs, an autobiographic rock-epic spread across two albums. 
While everyone else was left stumped by the utter non 
sequitur — understandably - the fellow music enthusiast 
glimpsed at Samsara, his words muffled by his cloak. 


“it was cool.” 


“I personally felt some strong Silver Record vibes, never 
would’ve guessed he’d ever return to that sound, but I’m not 
complaining, I have a soft spot for that one, even the corny 
bits.” 


“Yeah... I actually like that one too! ...Did you notice how the 
riff on Red Nocturn is actually Silver Record’s leitmotif, only in 
minor key?” 


“I did! It was a fun treat for us oldie fans!” 


“Totally!” 


Shaking off his confusion, the gunman snapped at his 
companion. 


“Shut up, you limp-wimp!! The actual hell!? You think this is 
some afternoon band club!?” 


The meek youth cowered at the harsh words. 
“...S-SOrry!” 


“You really are pathetic! You’re supposed to cover our rear, 
not stab us in the back!” 


“I didn’t sign up for this, y know! ...You guys said no one would 
get hurt.” 


“The only one who’s gonna get hurt is you if you don’t shut 
your stupid trap right this second!” 


The gunman turned his attention, and his weapon, fully 
towards his teetering partner. Samsara saw her chance to act 
and seized it without hesitance. She dashed for the gunman, 
grabbing his wrist, and forced his flintlock to point at the 
street. The gun went off harmlessly. In the same instant, 
Samsara stabbed the gunman in the gut with the pommel of 
her sword. The hoodlum grunted flaccidly and slumped on his 
knees. 


The sword-wielding thug rushed at Samsara. 
“You cunt!!” 


It was sad, really; the goon flailed his sword like a mad man... 
no stance, no composure, no discipline... All Samsara needed 
to do was step aside, and the blade swished past her. She 

retaliated with a single attack of her own, smacking the goon 


across his face with her sheathed katana. The youth crashed to 
the street and went out like a light. The kneeling, wheezing 
gunman met a similar end; Samsara thwacked him on the neck 
with her scabbard, and he crumbled criss-cross with his 
accomplice. 


Samsara never once unsheathed her weapon - this lot wasn’t 
worth the effort. 


The remaining meekest one of the trio surrendered without a 
fight, clearly regretting ever involving himself in the robbery. 
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At the end of the incident, absolute justice prevailed. The 
citizens of Baltric were safe, the stolen property was returned 
to its rightful owner, and the bandits would be convicted in 
accordance with their crimes. 


More knights arrived at the scene, taking over clean-up duty; 
dragging away the dazed felons, as well as collecting witness 
reports. 


The two young officers who had initially chased the robbers 
met Samsara with crisp salutes. 


“Thanks for the assist, ma’am! That was... that was truly 
something!” 


“Fantastic is what it was!” 
Samsara nodded gallantly. 


“At ease. We all share a united duty. There’s no need to thank 
me.” 


The clean-cut man cleared his throat a bit nervously. 


“So, uh, did... did the central command send you to evaluate us 
or something? Cos if this is about those naps during night 
shifts, then we’re both real sorry, I swear it was only that one 
time and nothing major happened so there’s no harm done, 
right...?” 


The lass with carrot ponytail gave her babbling partner a taste 
of her backhand. 


“Shut up... spill the beans when and if she asks...” 
“Ah! Oh no... please don’t have us sacked, Captain Talmond!” 
Samsara hummed a soft chuckle. 


“We’ll see. The first order of business would be to confirm 
your names.” 


The two officers introduced themselves with steel in their 
voice. 


“Hugo Cartridge.” 
“Deborah Windsborough.” 


“Well, officers Cartridge and Windsborough, it does sound like 
no harm was indeed done. You can relax, I’m not here to 
pester you. I’m simply passing through Baltric, and I didn’t feel 
the need to report my presence at the local HQ. I’m sorry for 
surprising you. And no need to worry, your secret is safe with 
me.” 


Samsara offered her young colleagues an encouraging smirk. 
Both Hugo and Deborah sighed in relief. 


“Thank you, ma’am! So... what exactly are you doing all the 
way out here, if I may ask? Are you on one of those special 
missions... you know, hunting someone. Does this have 


something to do with those incidents at the alaxdrite mines 
everyone’s been whispering about?” 


“I am currently on my way towards Powderberg. That is as 
much as I can report at the moment.” 


“Understood. Still, I never imagined I’d actually get to see the 
one and only Magma Blade in action! Talk about lucky! It’s just 
a shame you didn’t need your signature instrument...” 


Hugo laid a captivated gander on Samsara’s katana. The 
weapon was beautiful, regal, custom made. The grip had a 
black and golden design, with a blood-red alaxdrite embedded 
as the pommel. The blade awaiting within the scabbard was 
eternally sharp, perfectly in balance with the decorative 
handle. It was far above the standard issue blades the common 
knights carried. As a tool of combat, the katana itself would be 
a worthy instrument for any swordman - not to mention the 
devastating piece of experimental alaxtech that was hidden 
within... 


Deborah hissed at Hugo under her breath. 


“Hush, idiot! It’s like you were hoping that things had 
escalated.” 


“No, no, that’s not it at all... Just some silly musing, forget it...” 
“Silly is quite the apt description!” 


Samsara dropped her palm powerfully upon the handle of her 
katana. 


“Let us work our best, so that we may create a world where 
none of us have to draw our blades.” 


The two young officers agreed with valorous hollers. 


“Yes, ma’am!” 


Samsara left the pair of young promising knights with a firm 
salute. She took course back to the café — the friendly waitress 
from before met Samsara with a smile, waving and winking at 
her from the door. 


“Captain Talmond! Back so soon?” 


“That second slice of cheesecake sounds wonderful right about 
now — I feel like I’ve deserved it!” 


* Kk K 


Baltric was such a short walk away from the river that it was 
almost funny how much trouble a single wrecked bridge had 
ended up causing for the group. Whatever the case, they were 
finally here, The Merchant Town of Baltric, the cross-point of 
trade in the region, and the last stop before Powderberg! After 
trekking through the wilds for a couple of harrowing, 
shenanigans-filled days, the familiar sight of civilization gave 
the gang a welcome sense of respite, even if the feel of the town 
was far from relaxed. The mighty centermost roads rumbled 
with the sound of carts clattering and motor vehicles roaring by, 
hauling goods of all varieties in and out of town. The avenues 
meant for pedestrian use linked clusters of market plazas 
together, where hasty boots tapping and frantic chatting 
created an impenetrable storm of noise, as merchants 
compared wares, haggling, wrangling, all leading up to big 
money trading hands. 


Although the town was new and exotic, and it’s hurried vibe 
even somewhat chaotic, to Miste it felt instantly homey. The 
endless stone paved streets and rows of sharp rooftops felt 
Akrelion-esque, giving Miste the sense that the architecture 


amongst the northernmost towns of Zirinia was fairly 
consistent. However, separating itself from Akrelion’s wide 
and gently sloping streets, Baltric had been built on level soil 
and structured far more efficiently than Miste’s hometown. 
The feel was much less rustic, rather exuding more of that 
certain big-city-energy. Adjacent to the grandest market streets 
and boulevards, the surrounding alleys were narrow and 
tunnel-like, overlooked by numerous archways, feeling like the 
inside of an ant nest, a fitting allegory, as the bustling crowds 
made the mazy paths tight to navigate. 


At the far edge of Baltric, there resided a railway station. Most 
of the tracks were reserved for cargo deliveries, leaving a 
grand total of one platform free for passenger trains. The 
station was one of the few that existed in the farthest corner of 
northeastern Zirinia. A daily train would stop by Baltric at 
three p.m. sharp — And it would take the party to Powderberg. 


“Yes! Scored us four tickets on the next train! Here you go, 
Mystic-M, Big-Z, and one for you, Rei-Rei. Now that that’s 
settled, that leaves us with a couple of hours to lounge away.” 


Miste fondled her train ticket with beaming curiosity. The 
material was tough yet slightly bendy, with text that felt 
bumpy against her fingertips. The name of the train company 
was etched to the top left corner of the ticket - Cyan Comet 
Railways. 


“Tve never been on a train before, just seen pictures in books 
and stuff. This is so exciting!” 


“Lemme tell ya, trains are awesome! They’re all clickety-clack 
and twoo-twoo, and before you know it, you’ve already 
arrived!” 


“Ooh, I like clickety-clacks!” 
“I know, right, who doesn’t?” 
“What the hell are you two babbling?” 


“Just gushing about how awesome trains are. Try to keep up, 
Rei-Rei!” 


The elder Adventurer slumped to sit on a wooden bench by the 
station office’s wall. 


“Tch, such noise over something so common.” 

Miste leered at the man with a pout. 

“Well, I for one think trains are exciting — so there!” 
Zeriah seconded Miste’s point with a nod. 

“Where’s your sense of adventure, Reiram?” 

“Sorry, probably left it in the pocket off my other pants...” 
Reiram gave his trio of travel companions a scanning look. 


“Which reminds me - shouldn’t you three be making 
preparations, instead of lollygagging here?” 


“Huh?” 


“You're not thinking of going to Powderberg dressed like that, 
are you?” 


The trio of youths eyed their attires in search of what could 
possibly be off with their fashion choices. Suddenly, Miste 
slapped herself on the head. 


“Of course! I feel like an idiot.” 


“What?” 


“Powderberg resides high up in the Maryam Mountains. It’s 
one of the highest spots in all of Zirinia. It is the City of Eternal 
Winter.” 


“Ah, I didn’t actually know that.” 
Miste caught Zeriah by the hand. 


“Thanks Reiram! We would’ve felt pretty stupid slogging 
through snow in our summer wear.” 


She began leading Zeriah towards the town’s bustling streets. 
“Let’s go, Zeri!” 
“Where are we going?” 


“Shopping, silly! We’ll get you a snazzy new winter look. 
Something slick and cool. I’m thinking red... loads of red... 
Hihih...” 


The girl kept hauling Zeriah behind her with eccentric 
enthusiasm. 


Dani turned for Reiram sitting lazily on the bench. 


“Are you coming? A flashy new look might liven up your 
mood.” 


The man dropped his hat to rest over his face. 
“I think Pl manage.” 
With a shrug, Dani followed after the couple. 
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It didn’t take long for the youngsters to find store after store 
filled to the brim with all kinds of neat and eye-catching 
fashions. A sizable chunk of the collections was specifically 
designed for extreme weathers. Many travelers passing 


through Baltric and towards the cold reaches of Powderberg 
had similar needs to be fulfilled. 


Miste took her time, carefully browsing all the options 
available to craft the ultimate attire for Zeriah. The boy 
himself was no help at all, deciding to leave the mixing and 
matching of colors and fabrics to her. To Miste, it was fun 
playing dress up with Zeriah — and despite some protests from 
him, the look on his face each time Miste admired him while 
he tried on the outfits revealed that he was secretly enjoying it 
as well. 


Zeriah’s final look was a long, stylishly cut, flowing jacket with 
an earthy color scheme, which made his red scarf pop out 
nicely. Striking, yet functional from head to toes. 


Miste found her own new attire surprisingly fast. She picked 
out a cute and figure-hugging winter jacket, colored light-blue 
and pearl-white, brimming with the freshness of the colder 
seasons, enthralling one to indulge their playful side and frolic 
in the snow. 


Dani opted for a forest-green coat with thick and fluffy lining, 
complete with a large hood; something that he could cozily 
bury himself in. 


Satisfied by their shopping spree, the trio made their way back 
for the railway station. 
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The youngsters found Reiram right where they’d left him, 
lazing at the railway station’s bench. 


“Back so soon?” 


“Uh-huh, we missed you too.” 


Time rushed by, and the moment for the daily train to make its 
stop at Baltric drew closer. Little by little, a large crowd 
flooded to the station. Seeing masses upon masses of people in 
anticipation to board a train and travel towards a chilling 
mountain range during the prime of summer was surprising to 
Miste. 


I guess there’s more traffic for Powderberg than I thought. Can’t 
really blame anyone for wanting to visit, though. The city where 
the revolution of alaxtech got started is culturally one of the 
most recognized places in all of Zirinia. 


Something intriguing caught Miste’s attention amidst the 
crowd. 


“Look Zeri, there!” 


Among the shifting masses of people, there stood a tall and 
stern woman with golden hair, roughly in her mid-thirties. 
This in itself wasn’t anything that exciting. More interesting 
was her attire, one that spoke volumes of the woman’s status. 
A long and sharply-fitting coat of blazing-red, decorated with 
pronounced straps and a grand necktie. Underneath the coat, 
one could notice a pistol holster below the armpit, along the 
sheath of a slender sword hanging from the waist. Proudly 
adorning the chest of the outfit was a snow-white emblem in 
the shape of a graceful owl. 


Although Miste had never met anyone donning such an attire, 
she knew exactly the significance of it - every soul in Zirinia 
did. The woman was part of the Kingdom’s esteemed law 
enforcement, The Knights of Minerva. Not only that, but the 
bright-green brooch upon her necktie indicated her status as a 
high-ranking officer; captain, to be precise. 


Seeing the stoic keeper of justice made Zeriah’s eyes widen 
with adoring gleam. 


“What’s a captain of the knights doing all the way out here?!” 


“If she’s planning to board the train, then the obvious guess 
would be the same as us. I bet she’s after the hooded guy!” 


“Should we go talk to her?” 


Dani had to peer between the couple’s shoulders to see the 
captivating woman through the crowd. 


“Why not! She might even know something we don’t. It can’t 
hurt.” 


Before any of the youths could act upon their wide-eyed 
enthusiasm, Reiram swiftly stepped in their way. 


“Its better if we don’t bother her.” 

The giddy adoration in Zeriah’s eyes switched for a sour glare. 
“Oh? And why would that be?” 

“Trust me, it’s best not to get involved.” 


“What are you talking about!? How much more involved can 
we be?” 


Zeriah nudged past Reiram. 
“Out of the way!” 
“Would you for once just listen to me-!!” 


Reiram was about to grab Zeriah, but was rendered motionless 
when he noticed the lady knight peering at the group’s 
direction. Reiram quickly covered his face under the brim of 
his hat. He distanced himself from his companions, moving 
through the crowd and away from the station. 


“Where are you going, Reiram!?” 
“I forgot to take care of something. I’ll see you on the train.” 


Like a cockroach skittering away from light, the man swiftly 
disappeared behind a street corner. Amidst their confusion, 
the trio of youths noticed that the lady knight in her blazing- 
red coat had also vanished. 


“Highly suspicious...” 
“PI say...” 
“It’s like Rei-Rei saw a ghost or something...” 


The trio decided to chase after the elder Adventurer. 
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Reiram’s wide-brimmed hat was easy to keep track of amidst 
the rivers of people pacing through the streets, allowing the 
trio of youths to keep their distance while tailing him. Reiram 
made numerous turns on his way towards his mysterious 
destination, as if each available alley casted a hypnotic spell 
over him. Turn by turn, Reiram’s mannerisms gave off an 
ever-increasing sense of paranoia as he peered carefully 
around each corner before making his move. After a 
particularly long stretch of marching through a busy market 
area, Reiram made a sharp turn for a narrow alleyway. The 
path split into multiple forks, comprising a shared cluster of 
back alleys for multiple shops and restaurants. It was a rare 
spot in Baltric, completely deserted, and eerie quiet. 


The trio of youths kept their distance, following Reiram just 

close enough that they could still faintly hear the stomping of 
his boots. Suddenly, another pair of footsteps arrived to meet 
Reiram, cutting off his path. The man stopped. The trio halted 


behind the corner Reiram had just turned. A woman greeted 
Reiram in sharp tone. 


“Afternoon! Are we in a hurry somewhere?” 


Miste took a discreet peek behind the corner. The lady knight 
from earlier was standing right in front of Reiram, staring him 
down with eyes like iron nails. After receiving no reply from 
Reiram, the knight’s already stern appearance gained another 
notch of steel. 


“Hmm, why the silence? I believe it’s common courtesy to 
answer when addressed.” 


“I want no trouble.” 


“Who says anything about trouble? You left the station in such 
a rush; I was merely curious.” 


The lady knight approached Reiram. Once the lady got 
dangerously close to the end of the alley, Miste hastily 
retreated her prying eyes safely behind the corner. The girl 
positioned her gauntlet discreetly past the corner, so that she, 
Zeriah and Dani could see what was going on from the 
reflection on the metal. The lady knight strutted past Reiram, 
circling him, appraising him, never letting the man escape her 
sight. 


“Might you yourself be in any trouble, sir?” 
“No, ma’am.” 


“Glad to hear it. Now, would you kindly state your business in 
this town?” 


“Have I done something illegal?” 


“Answer the question, sellsword!” 


The lady knight must’ve noticed the emblem of Hex Nova on 
Reiram’s collar. 


“Pardon me, but I believe that Adventurers have no obligation 
to discuss the details of their missions with knights. You are 
aware of this, aren’t you, ma’am?” 


There was a prolonged breath of silence. The lady knight 
reached for something underneath her coat. 


“T have no intentions to impede your quest. Rest assured; I 
have my hands full anyway. That is, as long as you won’t 
impede mine.” 


“What do you mean?” 


The lady knight’s red coat fluttered like the tail of an exotic 
bird as she pulled out her flintlock pistol and aimed it at the 
back of Reiram’s head. 


“Enough with the games! Who are you?!” 

“I don’t understand—” 

The barrel of the pistol drilled harder against Reiram’s neck. 
“Give me your name!” 

“Reiram.” 

“Reiram what?” 

“Just Reiram.” 

The lady knight’s pistol hand trembled. 

“Liari 


“Tm sorry, I don’t know what else to say. If the answer doesn’t 
please you, that’s too bad.” 


Reiram walked away from the lady knight. 
“Halt! I’m placing you under arrest!” 
Reiram turned around to address her. 

“On what charges?” 

“Identity theft!” 


The trio of youths behind the corner gave each other asking 
looks. All of them were equally baffled. 


“Care to present some evidence, ma’am?” 


The lady holstered her pistol, and instead drew her sword. The 
beautifully arching blade of her katana was filled with 
peculiar engravings, like runes on the wall of an ancient 
temple. The woman’s stance was steel incarnate as she turned 
her weapon towards Reiram. 


“Why don’t you prove me wrong instead... Reiram.” 


After measuring the lady knight fleetingly, Reiram drew his 
edge-rifle from its holster. He flicked the weapon’s cylinder 
open, showing that the gun wasn’t loaded. 


The trio behind the corner held their collective gasps as the 
static in the air kept on building. 


A brief moment passed. The lady knight soon realized that her 
opponent wouldn’t take the initiative. She gathered up her 
strength during a swift breath, and launched for Reiram with 
explosive speed. 


The lady knight aimed a volley of precise thrusts at Reiram’s 
chest, all of which the man was able to block just barely. 
Reiram countered by whacking at the woman with the stock of 
his rifle. As if sensing the exact angle and timing of the attack, 
the woman skirted the strike while slashing at Reiram’s flank. 
A heavy screech of metal sliding against metal echoed through 
the alleyway as Reiram managed to narrowly guide the 
woman’s katana aside with his rifle. 


The two fighters stood with their backs against the walls of the 
narrow alley, with only a sword’s length of air between them. 


The lady knight lunged forth, igniting a flurry of strikes and 
parries between her and Reiram. It was a refined, nearly 
theater-play-like exchange; both of them held their own, both 
of them knew exactly how the other was about to move, both 
of them gave it their all, and yet failed to deliver a decisive hit. 


The thundering of metal ceased for a moment as the two 
locked blades. 


“Reiram... It really is you...!” 


The calm and collected look on the lady knight melted away in 
an instant, revealing a face that erupted with scorching might. 
She was done messing with her opponent. The woman shoved 
Reiram away and pivoted swiftly around him, leaving him 
stumped by her speed. Reiram fell out of the rhythm of the 
fight, utterly. The woman slashed at his sword hand, drawing 
blood, making him lose his grip on his weapon. She landed a 
sharp jab squarely on Reiram’s nose, followed by another, 
then another, and another... The lady knight kept pummeling 
Reiram’s face with brutal punches. 


“You son of a bitch!!” 


Reiram was forced to slump against the brick wall of the alley. 
After a spit of blood, Reiram made an effort to reach for his 
edge-rifle. A kick across his face stopped him in his tracks. 


“Do not move!” 


The lady knight pointed her katana at the beaten man. She 
took heavy breaths through her nose; she was deeply upset. 


“You always were an asshole, Reiram, but now I realize that 
you were nothing more than a filthy liar too!” 


A mixture of muffled screams and startled jumping resounded 
behind the corner. The trio of youths were unable to believe 
their eyes. 


“Holy crap - she beat Reiram!” 


The lady knight glanced towards the end of the alley, although 
she quickly brushed off any sounds she might’ve heard, 
turning her attention back to Reiram. She gave the handle of 
her sword a pronounced rub, turning on a hidden switch. As 
she did, the blade of her katana began to simmer with intense 
heat, starting from the engravings on the metal. A flaming 
flash spread out to cover the entire blade, making the weapon 
look like it had been dunked in a vat of molten steel. 


Miste and Zeriah gasped in unison, they recognized the 
weapon. 


“That woman is no ordinary knight...” 


“She is Samsara Talmond — The Magma Blade!” 
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Through his brother’s affiliation with the Knights of Minerva, 
and his general interest in all things swordsmanship, Zeriah 
had always taken great interest in news stories and articles 
relating to the Knights. The most accomplished members of the 
Knights — often high-ranking officers - would receive honorific 
nicknames from the media, by which many of the common 
folk knew them by. 


Captain Samsara Talmond, a war hero from the Blood-Border 
War. Nowadays, she acted as a roaming enforcer agent for the 


Order of Knights, with dozens of high-caliber arrests under her 
belt. The nickname Magma Blade had been given to her as a 
reference to her unique katana, which was capable of slicing 
through steel like warm butter by utilizing extreme heat. The 
Lady Captain was known for her ceremonial tendency of 
slicing her fallen foes’ weapons in half. Throughout her 
illustrious career, legions of villains had already fallen prey to 
her blade. 


Under any other circumstances, meeting a knight of her level 
would be considered an honor. Now though, the situation at 
hand made the youngsters dread where things might end up... 
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Captain Talmond stepped back a bit while making lifting 
motions with her blazing katana. 


“Up | 33 


Reiram cranked himself to stand. The bruises on his face were 
already healing at accelerated rate, courtesy of his astral 
ability. 


“Pick up your weapon.” 


Reiram followed the instructions without a word. His 
expression gave away naught of what was going through his 
head. 


In contrast, Captain Talmond allowed the full spectrum of 
emotions to run across her face — disbelief, anger, a hint of 
delight, then sorrow. In the end, the lady knight returned to 
her stoic look, keeping her eyes nailed on the man in front of 
her. 


“Have you nothing to say for yourself, Reiram? Or do you not 
recognize me?” 


Reiram remained silent and emotionless, like a statue. 
The Captain shook her head. 

“Figures...” 

She lifted her blazing weapon up high, preparing to strike. 


At that moment, Zeriah suddenly dashed into the alleyway, 
while drawing his sword in dual-blade-configuration. Startled, 
Miste and Dani followed fast in the boy’s wake. 


“Big-Z, what the heck are you doing?!” 
“Zeri!!” 


Zeriah ignored the voices behind him while rushing towards 
the lady knight. He had no time to waver. A fraction of a 
second, a single well-timed swing of his sword, and his leap of 
faith was over. 


Almost as surprising to himself as to everyone around him, 
Zeriah found himself between Reiram and Captain Talmond, 
his dual blades screeching against the red-hot katana, or 
rather underneath it, as the lady knight’s weapon pressed 
down on the boy with tremendous might. Zeriah was 
struggling to hold his balance. The pressure from Captain 
Talmond felt like an iron girder falling down on him, 
discouragingly, for the woman was able to do this using only 
her right hand. The heat from the scorching katana licked his 
face. He struggled not to squint his eyes, for he wanted to meet 
the lady knight’s gaze with integrity. Her stare was like a pair 
of frost-covered nails, seething behind the gleaming metal. 


“Who in the blazes are you?!” 


“My name is Zeriah Walz, ma’am!” 
“Walz?” 


“Sorry for intruding. You were about to sever Reiram’s 
weapon, right? One’s blade is the pride of any swordsman; I 
think it would be a shame to lose it over a misunderstanding.” 


The lady knight stared Zeriah down, all the while pressing her 
weapon with added might. The boy wouldn’t be able to hold on 
much longer. After what felt like an eternity and a half, the 
woman finally withdrew her weapon. 


“Agreed.” 


The sudden shift in weight made Zeriah spring upward and 
almost leap high in the sky. 


The heat from the katana fizzled out, and the lady knight slid 
her weapon back inside its sheath. 


“You carry an interesting weapon, Mr. Walz.” 


The Captain was referring to the fact that Zeriah’s sword 
hadn’t just snapped like a twig when met by her own blade of 
destructive heat. There was actually a rather simple reason for 
it; it had to do with the special material the sword was forged 
from. 


“Yea... I mean... I know, ma’am.” 


Captain Talmond took a quick glimpse at Miste and Dani with 
appraising eyes before turning her attention towards Reiram. 
Right then, something that no one could’ve ever predicted to 
witness on the woman’s stern face slithered its way on her lips 
—a smile, though not the kind that would signify anything 
close to pleasure. 


“So, yow’re traveling with company nowadays, Reiram? My, 
how times have changed you. Although, I guess I never truly 
knew you in the first place.” 


Zeriah turned to face the elder Adventurer, who still refused to 
open his mouth. 


“Aren’t you going to say something!? What’s going on between 
you two anyway!?” 


Reiram stared into nothingness, grunting with annoyance. 
“Nothing is going on between anyone.” 

Captain Talmond burst out with a quick cynical chuckle. 
“Classic Don’t-give-a-damn Reiram!” 


She dug inside her coat, and pulled out a pocket watch with an 
engraving of an owl, matching the one on her uniform. 


“Look at the time. Seems like we have to postpone our catch-up 
slightly.” 


The lady knight started for the end of the alleyway, addressing 
Miste and Dani with a nod as she passed them by. Before 
turning the corner, the lady knight took one last gander at the 
elder Adventurer with whom she shared a mysterious history. 


“T’ll see you on the train, Reiram. I hope you don’t plan on 
bailing on me again.” 


Her coat fluttered with elegance as she disappeared behind the 
corner. 
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Saying that Zeriah felt impatient would be a gross 
understatement. 


After boarding the train and finding their appointed cabin, the 
group had stayed inside the room in near perfect silence and 
waited for the locomotive to set out towards Powderberg. The 
simple decor consisted of two green sofa-like benches on 
either side of the room, walls of creamy white wallpaper with 
a leaf motif, and what by Zeriah’s educated guess was walnut 
finishing on the door and windowsill. 


Soon enough, the air whistle of the train had blared out, giving 
the town of Baltric a roaring farewell. The train had rolled 
forth across the town’s outskirts, gaining speed steadily. By the 
time the train had reached the grassy steppe outside of town, 
the mighty engine was chugging along at full might, speeding 
the passengers towards their faraway destination with 
impressive vigor. Soon, the scenery outside the cabin’s window 
had turned into a steady reel of green hills and scattered 
woodlands. 


Following a wee while of marveling at the landscape, Miste’s 
curiosity had taken her over, and the girl had decided to go 
explore the train more thoroughly. Zeriah had stayed behind 
along with Dani and Reiram, hoping to get some answers to 
the flood of questions bothering him. Though Zeriah had tried 
grilling Reiram, the man had refused to explain anything 
about his scuffle with Samsara Talmond back in town, as per 
usual for him. Zeriah’s hopes resided rather on the chance that 
the lady knight would make good on her promise and come 
visit Reiram. 


I bet Reiram doesn’t even realize how annoyingly he’s acting! 
Tch, he’s just complicating things by trying to be all mysterious 
and distant. 


While tapping his finger against the windowsill, bored and 
irked, a more delightful thought swished through Zeriah’s 
mind; it made him smirk giddily. 


I just crossed swords with the one and only Magma Blade 
herself! That is so awesome! 


Zeriah was startled out of his musings by Dani leaning against 
him. The boy sitting next to Zeriah let out a coarse snore, a 
drip of drool lathering Zeriah’s shoulder. It had been barely 
twenty minutes since their departure, and Dani was blissfully 
asleep already. Zeriah shoved Dani away, annoyed. The boy 
flipped to the other end of the bench and slammed his cheek 
against the wall. 


“Hunh... huh, hmm, that’s nice... a bit of cream on a pie is just 
the thing...” 


Dani kept on snoring between his murmurs. 


After ridding himself of distractions, Zeriah returned to his 
pastime of tapping his finger, and watching as the shapes of 
the land shifted on the other side of the glass, up and down, up 
and down, up and down... The hypnotic rhythm of the hilltops 
gave him a slight sense of nausea, forcing him to look away. 
There was not much else to gander at inside the compact 
cabin, other than the elder Adventurer sitting across from 
Zeriah. 


Reiram lounged with his hat angled low, shielding his face 
from prying eyes. It was strange to think how the man was 
hiding another entire person inside him - his astra, Freyja — 
and yet constantly managed to feel like the more elusive of the 
two. Compared to Freyja’s genuine cheeriness and charmingly 


ladylike demeanor, Reiram was infuriatingly impossible to 
read. 


Zeriah tried poking at the ice to see if any cracks would show. 


“Come to think of it, Reiram, you never thanked me for coming 
to your rescue. You’d be one edge-rifle poorer had I not 
swooped in.” 


“As I recall, I saved your girlfriend’s life not that long ago - Pd 
suggest we’re even?” 


“Don’t even joke about that! You know damn well that Miste 
means more to me than any piece of metal.” 


“I do. And that’s exactly what weapons are, pieces of metal. 
Nothing that can’t be replaced.” 


“Fine, don’t thank me! Next time, I’ll think twice before helping 
you!” 


Reiram signified the conversation as ended with a lazy wave of 
his hand. 


If that’s how you wanna play it, be my guest! Jeez, you’re the 
king of annoying! I don’t dare even imagine what you’ve done to 
piss the Lady Captain off so royally. 


The cabin door opened with a soft snapping sound. Miste 
stepped inside, wearing a peeved frown. 


“What’s wrong, Miste?” 
“They wouldn’t let me see it...” 
“See what?” 


“The engine! I asked the conductor real nicely too, but no! And 
all I wanted was to see how it works, y know, maybe take it 
apart a teensy-tiny bit, and see what’s cracking on the inside.” 


“Uhm... I don’t think that poking the engine while it’s still 
running would be healthy for any of us...” 


“Finding answers and taking risks go hand in hand!” 


A demented grin sparked on Miste’s face. She was probably 
joking, and yet, this was about alaxtech, so anything was 
possible. 


“By the by, Reiram. I brought you a guest.” 


A fierce shudder traveled through the man; he knew exactly 
who the girl had led straight to him. 


“Greetings, everyone.” 


The firm voice of Samsara Talmond resounded from the 
hallway outside. The lady knight stepped inside the cabin. She 
seated herself right next to Reiram. Miste wiggled her butt in 
between Zeriah and the still-snoozing Dani. 


The lady in her striking red coat flung her left leg over the 
right one and buried herself firmly against the backrest of her 
seat, a poised aura radiating from her as she eyed at the man 
next to her. 


“Hello again, Reiram. Hm? No answer? My, my, where are 
your manners?” 


Reiram took off his hat and dropped it on the bench between 
him and the lady. 


“What do you want, Samsara?” 


“What do I want — he asks. Is it so strange that I wish to catch 
up with an old acquaintance after sixteen years — especially 
someone who is supposed to be dead?” 


Zeriah and Miste gawked at the duo keenly from across the 
cabin. Miste gave Dania sharp poke to wake him up. 


“Hunh...!? Pm up, I’m up... What did I miss? Oh, hello there, 
Lady Mango Blade!” 


Zeriah slapped the witless boy over the head with a hiss. 
“That’s Magma Blade!” 


The lady in question threw a dry smile at the trio of 
youngsters. 


“Relax, no need to fuss. I do not particularly care for the title 
anyway.” 
Zeriah rubbed his neck in embarrassment. 


“Sorry, Captain... ma’am.” 


“And drop the honorifics, I’m no officer to you. Call me 
Samsara.” 


“Yes, of course, Samsara.” 

Miste leaned forward with giddy anticipation. 
“You were telling us about Reiram.” 

“Indeed I was...” 


Samsara laid a sly glare upon Reiram, receiving a murky 
frown in return. 


“,.Although, I think the reminiscing can wait a bit longer. 
Instead, I’d love to hear what kind of people Reiram has gotten 
to tag along with him.” 


“You want to hear about us?” 


“Well, you all seem like such interesting people.” 


The lady gave the trio of youths a wink. She wasn’t about to 
leave anytime soon, probably just to spite Reiram. Zeriah 
chuckled on the inside, he had no qualms about hassling the 
man. 
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For a better part of an hour, the youngsters took turns 
introducing themselves and sharing stories about their recent 
adventures together. By mutual discretion, the youths left out 
all the details about the hidden valley, and about Kaidou — 
after all, they had promised to keep his dwelling a secret. 
Reiram wouldn’t partake in the story-timing, instead choosing 
to keep his attention on the hills and forests zooming past 
outside. 


Samsara listened to the youths prattle away with genuine 
interest. Her stoic form was beautified by a sharp smile 
throughout. 


“I see. So, you’re Kai’s little brother.” 
“Yes, ma’am-— Ah, I mean Samsara!” 


Zeriah couldn’t help it, something about the woman’s striking 
presence begged for the use of an honorific. 


“I don’t mean to offend, Zeriah, but I can’t say I notice much 
resemblance between you two.” 


“It’s alright, we get that a lot.” 


“Though I must admit, you both carry yourselves with the 
same unyielding steel in your eyes.” 


“Th-Thank you!” 


Zeriah felt a warm tingle in his chest. The lady knight, nor 
anyone else for that matter, could ever fully understand how 
much praise like that meant to him. 


“So, where is Kai at the moment?” 


“I’m terribly sorry, but I have no authorization to discuss the 
details of Lieutenant Walz’s mission, it’s strictly classified. I 
assure you though, your brother is doing well.” 


“Its alright, I understand.” 


In the midst of conversing, Miste kept ogling at Samsara, 
captivated. A request dangled on the tip of her tongue, yet 
refused to come out. The lady knight leaned forward, nailing 
Miste still with her intense gaze. 


“Is there something on your mind?” 
“Nah... it’s nothing...” 
“Out with it!” 


“Ah! Uhm... well... I was just wondering... if it’s at all possible 
to... for a little bit...” 


“Oh, for crying out loud — what is it?” 
“Could I please take a look at your sword?” 
“My sword? Certainly.” 


The lady knight detached her weapon from her belt and 
handed it to Miste. 


“Here.” 
“R-Really!? It’s really okay?” 


“Yes. Pm presenting it to you, am I not? No need to be so 
modest.” 


“Thank you so much!” 


A lustful gleam filled Miste’s eyes. The young tech-nut drew the 
katana gently from its scabbard. A gasp of awe broke from her 
lips. 


“Never in my life did I expect to hold this in my hand. This 
wonderful, beautiful, lovingly crafted piece of progress!” 


Dani leaned in for a closer peek. 


“So, what’s so special about it? I mean, it’s a nice blade an’ all, 
but...” 


“Well, look at this handle, see how lean it is? I know it’s 
amazing, but there’s actually an extremely small yet powerful 
alaxdrite engine inside it. A four-core cluster engine to be 
precise. Small gems, but with an amazing output! That’s how 
the blade can be superheated in an instant. There’s also an 
intricate cooling system and stabilizers that keep the output 
steady. Now, to acquire the right materials and special 
equipment needed to put this kind of instrument together is 
cumbersome. Not many people have the necessary resources. 
As it stands right now, this sword is one-of-a-kind!” 


Samsara nodded, approving Miste’s assessment. 
“You seem to know your stuff.” 


“T’ve been the biggest fan of Mr. Xenox and his work ever since 
I started working with alaxtech myself!” 


Dani tapped the gleeful girl on the shoulder. 


“Uh, Mystic-M, pretend like you’ve got someone completely out 
of the loop here. Who are we talking about?” 


“Major Lucas Xenox, he’s the leader of R.T.R.B, Royal 
Technology Research Branch. He designed Samsara’s sword. 
There was a huge article about him and his contribution to 
alaxtech in the papers a couple of years ago.” 


“Oh, yeah, I... don’t think I read that.” 
Dani kept scanning the weapon. 
“It sure is a Sweet sword, though.” 


“Its not just that! The cluster engine’s application in weapon 
technology is simply an experiment. In the future, when 
researchers find a way to ease the manufacture of these kinds 
of engines, it will make all machines using alaxtech even more 
energy efficient and reliable.” 


“I see. So, this katana is a step on the path towards progress.” 
“Exactly!” 


“Hmm, I don’t claim to be an expert on chemistry, but how can 
the blade heat up so much without melting?” 


Miste’s giddy smile widened. She relished her chance to geek 
over the rare piece of equipment. 


“Glad you asked! You see, the engine isn’t the only thing that 
makes this sword unique. The blade is in fact made of pure 
platidium.” 


“Wow! No kidding! It’s that super rare, super expensive ore, 
right?” 


“Uh-huh, it is a peculiar element with many unique properties 
not seen in other metals. Most important is its reaction to heat. 
You see, when applying heat to the ore during the forging 

process, the metal acts like most of its ilk, melting and bending 


as per usual, but when the crafting is done, and the blade is 
left alone, after a while, the metal starts to harden beyond any 
other material on this planet. After that, it cannot be melted, 
cut, blown, burnt, ground, scratched or welded. It will 
eternally hold its shape once the smith is done with it. 
Platidium is sometimes even referred to as the perfect metal.” 


Dani’s head bobbed in a gentle rhythm. 


“Ah, so that’s how the sword is able to gather so much heat 
without breaking.” 


Samsara’s interest moved from the girl giving her lecture, and 
towards Zeriah. 


“So, Zeriah Walz, we seem to be having a gathering of peculiar 
arms, wouldn’t you say?” 


“True.” 


Zeriah took out his own trusted weapon and presented it for 
the lady knight in humble fashion. 


“Please do.” 


Samsara examined the sword and its unique properties with 
great interest. She fiddled a bit with the lock mechanism 
around the handle — switching the weapon’s configuration — 
and drew the blades in single-blade and dual-blade modes in 
turn. 


“Interesting design... Yours, Miste, I believe?” 
“Yes, I made it as a gift for Zeri.” 


“A rather magnificent present. I trust that young Mr. Walz 
knows the worth of his weapon?” 


Zeriah’s words were fueled by heartfelt pride and steely 
confidence. 


“It is immeasurable!” 
“Well put.” 


Samsara sheathed the blades and handed the weapon back to 
Zeriah. 


“Pm interested to know how a couple of young ones such as 
you have managed to get their hands on platidium.” 


Dani’s eyes locked on the weapon in Zeriah’s hand. 


“Wait—what!? Big-Z’s sword is also super rare and super 
expensive! ?” 


Zeriah leered back at Dani with a hint of smugness. 


“You didn’t notice how my sword withstood Samsara’s strike? 
Only platidium could take that kind of punishment.” 


“Oh, right, right, hehehe, guess I’m a bit slow to catch on! 
That’s Big-Z for ya! Dude, I was worried for a sec that you’d 
gone bonkers, but turns out you knew exactly what you were 
doing.” 


“Heh, to be honest, I was sure I had gone bonkers for a second 
too...” 


Miste steered the conversation back to Samsara’s inquiry. 


“We found a shard of platidium while hiking at the outskirts of 
Akrelion. A stroke of awesome luck, really.” 


“Interesting that your first instinct was to forge a sword out of 
it.” 


“What better way to use such a precious material?” 


“Most people would be inclined to sell the ore instead. It 
fetches a high price — ridiculously high.” 


Dani came swooping in with a response. 


“But of course! The love Mystic-M and Big-Z have for each 
other ain’t something measured in price, but rather in 
toughness! Their bond can’t be severed, melted, cut, blown, 
burnt, ground, scratched...!” 


Miste burst out giggling at the thought, getting Zeriah to 
quickly join in. The girl leaned against the boy, and the couple 
curled around one another while humming happily. 


Samsara turned for Reiram, who was still glued to the window, 
like a caged bird longing for someone to set it free. 


“You certainly run with a colorful bunch these days, Reiram.” 
“A temporary arrangement.” 


“Ah, yes. Passing comrades? No room for friends in that bubble 
of yours?” 


The lady knight aimed a playful, snarky look at Miste and 
Zeriah. 


“You two seem like bright youths. Hex Nova will be richer to 
have you. Just try not to become like Reiram. Adventurers who 
care only for themselves end up causing such sorrow in their 
wake.” 


Miste nodded in discreet manner. 


“We promise we will... No... I mean... I don’t think Reiram is a 
bad person.” 


Reiram scowled at the girl, mockingly amused. 


“Tch, don’t bother, girlie. You two country bumpkins seem to 
have a warped picture of us Adventurers in the first place. 
Were not all some wide-eyed, goody two-shoes striving for the 
betterment of mankind. Many of us are mercenaries and 
sellswords, working for the highest bidder and seek nothing 
but personal glory. Honestly, Dani here is more of an 
exception than the rule.” 


“Aww, thanks, Rei-Rei! It warms my heart to hear you—” 


“Shut up, you!! Miste, Zeriah, listen to the lady and don’t be 
like me.” 


Samsara shot an upset glare at Reiram. 
“The hell are you doing!? Don’t agree with me!” 
“I agree because you’re absolutely right.” 


“Oh, so now Mr. High n’ Mighty Adventurer listens to what I 
have to say? Took you only a measly decade and a half!” 


Samsara retreated to her own corner of the bench. The lady 
knight tried imitating Reiram in his usual aloof demeanor, 
though poorly. The grief from old wounds was visible on her 
face. 


Miste reached out to Samsara, shyly. 
“What happened between you and Reiram?” 


The lady knight made an effort to straighten herself up and 
keep composed. 


“It was sixteen years ago, during the Blood-Border War. I 
served in a unit working together with Adventurers who were 
hired as supporting troops, among them Reiram...” 


A peek at the man escaped from the corner of Samsara’s eye. 
Reiram’s reaction was one enormous shrug. 


“...Near the end of the war, we were on a scouting mission, at 
the borders of Cherrymore. We were ambushed, caught in 
crossfire in some ruins. It was a constant hail of bullets; I was 
sure ld met my end. Reiram saved our entire squad, he 
singlehandedly took out half a platoon of enemy troops. By the 
end of the battle, he’d been shot full of holes and was sent to 
infirmary. It was the last time I saw him. I was told that he’d 
passed away before anything could be done.” 


Hearing this much about the elder Adventurer’s ventures 
stirred mixed feelings inside the youngsters. Reiram had acted 
heroically, no denying that. Though it was baffling to imagine 
what could’ve possessed him to fake his own death in that 
manner. 


Zeriah guessed that if Reiram’s plans hadn’t been spoiled by 
Freyja back in Akrelion, he would’ve played a similar 
disappearing act on him and Miste as well. 


A shivering titter broke from Samsara’s lips. 


“Does Stotch know youvrre still alive? Ah, who am I kidding, of 
course he knows, he’s one of the big shots of Hex Nova 
nowadays, after all. That bastard... Did you two have a good 
laugh behind my back, keeping me in the dark?!” 


“I asked him not to tell you.” 
“Great, so it’s all on you then!” 


Reiram sighed at the window, his breath made the glass frost 
up ever so slightly. 


“What do you want me to do, Samsara? Apologize?” 


“No, I don’t want you to apologize! I want you to turn back 
time and not be such a selfish prick! So that I wouldn’t have to 
cry... uh... so that I wouldn’t waste my time caring!” 


There was a moment of silence. The rattling of the locomotive’s 
wheels against the tracks filled the void. 


“Why did you do it anyway?” 
“I simply felt like the time was right for me to move on.” 


“Tch, that’s such a copout answer - so like you. All this time 
and you haven’t changed a bit.” 


“T guess not.” 


For the first time in a long while, Reiram turned towards 
Samsara to address her properly. 


“You have grown, little Sammy.” 
A flash of red flickered across the woman’s face. 


“D-Do not call me that! And yes, I have grown, sixteen years 
tends to do that to most people.” 


Suddenly, the air between the two former comrades in arms 
grew Softer. It was as if some force of the universe had looped 
a thread around them and reeled them just a little bit closer. 
Samsara offered the slightest of smiles to Reiram. The man’s 
response wasn’t entirely in kind, though there was a speck of 
warmth in his eyes, the likes of which none of his companions 
had yet seen him wearing. 


“Your swordplay has improved significantly. You’ve grown 
strong.” 


“Tch, obviously, I was but a girl the last time we met...” 


“Are you married?” 


“What’s this all of a sudden? You don’t have to act like you 
care!” 


“I’m merely curious.” 

“...You remember Egon from capital?” 

“The baker boy?” 

“Yes. We have a son, Izak, he’s eleven.” 

“Pm glad that you’ve built a life for yourself.” 
“Well, Pm glad that you’re glad...” 

Silence. 


Watching Samsara and Reiram talk was reminiscent of a kid 
chatting with her estranged parent. 


“Tm guessing you have no family?” 
“None—” 


Reiram winced suddenly, like he was having the biggest 
migraine attack of the century. 


“Grrh, fine! Come on out, Freyja.” 


A blinding burst of iridescent dust filled the cabin, and the 
ethereal form of Freyja appeared from within. The lady astra 
floated gently above the group, specks of silvery mist 
scattering through the air. She beamed her eternally tender 
smile at Samsara. 


“Greetings! It is joyous that I get to meet you face to face at last, 
Samsara Talmond. My name is Freyja. It is years too late, but I 
wish to thank you from the bottom of my soul for the 
friendship that you’ve shown to my Bearer.” 


“An astra? Figures, I suspected as much when I saw you alive 
and well today. I wonder what else you’re hiding...” 


“Nothing as grand as the lady floating above us, I assure you.” 
Freyja fluttered to sit between Reiram and Samsara. 


“Words lady and grand should never mingle within a sentence, 
Reiram.” 


“Ha, Pl keep that in mind.” 
The lady astra’s radiance enveloped Samsara. 


“My partner is thick in the head. I hope that you can find it in 
your heart to forgive him.” 


“Let’s back up a bit here. Freyja, was it? I don’t mean to sound 
rude, but I’m not even close to forgiving Reiram.” 


Some of the warmth in the air fizzled out as Samsara steeled 
her posture. 


“In fact, your Bearer is nothing more than a distraction at the 
moment. I have more pressing matters to take care of.” 


“I see... that’s... understandable.” 


Seeing Freyja’s sunny smile suddenly slumping prompted 
Samsara to continue speaking. 


“That being said, I think I got most of my feelings vented out 
back in Baltric. Shall we call a truce, Reiram?” 


“Sure, let’s.” 


Freyja’s smile renewed. She launched into the air and twirled 
through the cabin before settling in Reiram’s lap. She leaned 
against the man as an iridescent blanket. 


“Superb! I’m so happy for you two!” 


“Get off me!!” 

Tittering playfully, Freyja pulled away from her snuggle. 
“Fine, have it your way!” 

She gave Samsara a deep bow. 

“Thank you for being so understanding.” 


“No need for that. I’ve done absolutely nothing to deserve 
praise.” 


“Oh, but you have!” 

The ethereal lady beamed out a winking smirk. 
“Take care you all. Till later!” 

She vanished into a puff of glimmers. 


It may not have been the prime warmth of summer, but the 
atmosphere inside the cabin had settled on feeling at the very 
least comfily tepid. 


Miste rocked gently in her seat while humming a soft note. 


“I’m glad that things worked themselves out. It would’ve been 
awkward working together with you two at odds with each 
other.” 


Samsara looked like she was not fully following the girl. 
“Work together, how?” 


“We have the same goal, right? To catch that spark-spewing 
crook.” 


“Ah yes, the hooded guy you mentioned. I am tasked to 
apprehend the person responsible for the spree of crimes 


across the northern province’s alaxdrite mines, and I do 
believe we are in fact after the same man.” 


“Right! So, I was thinking that we should probably lay out 
some ground rules about how we’re gonna handle this. We 
don’t wanna step on each other’s toes.” 


Samsara’s stern expression unraveled from its seams bit by 
bit, and she burst out laughing — a genuine, spontaneous 
laughter. 


“Hahaha! That was adorable! Where did you find this girl, 
Reiram? Hahaha!” 


Miste shrank from embarrassment. 
“Did I say something wrong?” 


“Oh, no, no, I’m sorry. That naive energy of yours just catches 
me off guard, I couldn’t help it. I say it as a good thing.” 


“Okay...” 


“But yes, let’s go over this. We wouldn’t want to step on 
anyone’s toes, indeed.” 


Samsara’s expression returned to her normal stoic form. 


“If Reiram is after the same target as I am, that’s fine, I have no 
authority to disturb him, as long as he doesn’t do anything 
illegal. That aside, I won’t endanger the lives of civilians, and 
adolescent ones at that. You three will stay out of this, unless I 
say otherwise.” 


Miste and Zeriah were about to protest, but were stopped as 
the lady knight raised her voice. 


“I understand this means a lot to you, but trust me, justice will 
be served, I shall see to it. Frankly, I think that Reiram’s 
handling of the situation thus far has been irresponsible.” 


“Pm no one’s babysitter.” 


“Exactly. Which is why it’s important to sort things straight. Us 
adults will handle this.” 


Miste felt gloomy for being pushed aside as a liability. Zeriah 
made an effort to comfort her. 


“Maybe it’s better this way. We have other things to look into 
once we reach Powderberg anyway, right?” 


“Yeah... you’re right.” 


Miste took a steely look at the blue alaxdrite on the back of her 
hand. 


“Fine, we promise not to get in the way.” 
Samsara nodded, pleased by the answer. 
“Tm glad you understand.” 


Suddenly, a peppy chime resounded over the train’s intercom. 
The conductor’s soft voice poured into the cabin with an 
announcement: 


“Afternoon, dear passengers. As of this moment, dinner will be 
served at the dining car. Today’s menu will be...” 


Samsara got up in a surprisingly rushed fashion. 


“I don’t know about you guys, but I certainly feel like having a 
break over a hot plate.” 


Dani zoomed through the door and halfway down the hall, 
before abruptly turning back around, for he had started in the 
wrong direction. 


“I second that!” 


Miste and Zeriah followed Samsara through the door. Miste 
peeked back inside the cabin, askingly. Reiram was still sitting 
in his corner. 


“Come on, Reiram, eat with us.” 

“I think Pl pass.” 

“Oh, no you don’t!” 

The girl grabbed the man by the arm, quickly joined by Zeriah. 
“Let’s go, Reiram!” 

“Yeah, stop being a bore and have dinner with your friends!” 
“I am not being a bore! Let go of me!” 

Together, the two youngsters hauled the man into the hallway. 
Samsara gave Reiram a crafty look. 

“Don’t tell me you’ve stopped eating altogether?” 

“I haven't... Tch, fine, PI come. But no more stories!” 


“No stories. Just a moment together, to pass the time before 
uncertain morrow, right?” 


Reiram nodded in approval. 


Midst the clattering of silverware, and the rattling of the tracks 
below, the air inside the rolling locomotive gathered warmth. 
Meanwhile, the winds outside kept howling ever-deepening 


alarms ere the coming of eternal frost, to the depths of which 
the speeding train dashed forth. 


VERSE #9: IT’S SNOWING IN THE SUMMER? 


Dani awoke with a shiver. He felt like he’d been snoozing ona 
block of ice. 


The window of the dimly lit train cabin was covered in frost. In 
place of what should’ve been a see-through piece of glass, there 
was now a pure-white sheet of thick snow. 


Dani stretched out his numbing muscles, and rubbed himself 
warm. 


Next to him, Miste and Zeriah we’re still deep in the land of 
dreams, cuddled around each other in a cozy slump. Reiram 
was nowhere to be seen. 


What time is it anyway...? 


Dani rummaged under the bench - the block of ice that had 
provided the travelers a bunk for the night — and pulled out the 
winter jacket he’d purchased from Baltric. While he was zipping 
on the additional layers of clothing, a sudden tremor going 
through the train bounced Dani into the air and slammed him 
against the frost-covered window. 


“Doh!” 
The rattle made some of the snow on the window to fall off. An 


intense beam of sunlight shot inside the room, blinding Dani for 
a moment. After recovering, he peeked through the window. 


The green hills and scattered woodlands from before had 
disappeared, and were replaced by fields of milky whiteness 


stretching to infinity, with a rugged belt of mountains leading 
forth far beyond the horizon. Right outside the window and 
next to the train tracks, the earth came plunging down into a 
massive gorge, way too deep to see the bottom. While the group 
had been asleep, they’d been transported into a wholly different 
realm. 


Dani felt how the floor underneath him slanted slightly. The 
train was climbing up the mountain range. Powderberg 
wouldn’t be far. 


A hungry grumble sounded from the abyss of Dani’s tummy, 
ordering him to sneak for the door. He tried to be careful not to 
wake up the cozy couple. 


That’s the call of breakfast humming! Don’t worry, guys, I won’t 
be long. Pll bring back something tasty. 


After slipping past the door as discreetly as he could, the boy 
smacked against Reiram who was waiting right outside the 
cabin. 


“Gah! Oh, morning Rei-Rei. Up early, I see.” 

“No, you slept late. It’s already noon.” 

Dani’s tummy trumpeted a forceful sound of objection. 
“But... but... breakfast...” 

Reiram shoved a paper bag into Dani’s face. 

“Quit your bellyaching, you won’t starve.” 


Dani began gobbling down the meat pies contained within the 
bag. 


“You are my hero!” 


“Yea, yea, whatever. Save something for the country bumpkins, 
will you.” 


Sounds of wiggling around and soft yawns greeting the new day 
seeped past the cabin’s narrowly ajar door. 


“Mmmh... good morning, Zeri.” 


“Morning. I guess the others are already awake. Should we be 
getting up too?” 


“Let’s just stay like this a bit longer...” 


Dani slammed the cabin door wide open with a booming 
declaration: 


“Ta-dah!! Gooooood moooooorning one and all! Dani Clement’s 
Breakfast Express has arrived to the station, bringing you tasty 
treats straight to bed!” 


Miste got so startled by the bellowing that she jumped out of 
Zeriah’s embrace and hit her head on the hat rack strung over 
the bench. 


“Ouch!!” 


She dropped back on her butt, rubbing her head and wheezing 
from pain. 


Dani sat down next to the girl. 
“Sorry, Mystic-M. Didn’t mean to spook ya.” 
“Auwiee... Good morning, Dani.” 


Miste forgot all about her sore head once she got a whiff of the 
grub Dani was carrying. 


“Gimme, gimme, gimme!!” 


“Here ya go.” 


Miste snatched a pair of meat pies from the bag, tossed one in 
Zeriah’s hand, and began chomping down her own share. 


“You're not hurt, Miste?” 

“Chanf talh rihn ow, eafing...” 

“She’s definitely fine.” 

Reiram stepped inside the cabin. 

“Had enough beauty sleep yet?” 

Zeriah flicked his hair to the side with a snarky smile. 
“Heh, all of this doesn’t happen by itself, y know.” 


The man ignored Zeriah’s retort entirely and dropped lazily on 
his seat. 


“Eat up. We’ll arrive at Powderberg’s station within an hour.” 
“Morfnin, Feiham!” 
“Geez... At least finish chewing before you talk!” 


The light beaming through the cabin window enticed Miste to 
have a look outside. 


“...Fanh waih fu seh teh fiffy.” 
“What?” 
“T think she said; The snow is so pretty.” 


Miste swallowed her mouthful hastily. An excited gleam swirled 
in her eyes. 


“I said; Can’t wait to see the city!” 


* k k 


The locomotive slowed down steadily while it swooshed past a 
vast snow-covered plain, cradled between two mountaintops. It 
screeched to a stop inside an enormous cave-like structure 
carved within the mountain. The railway station was filled by 
hustle and bustle; the sound of cranes creaking, motors 
humming, and workmen heaving. Dozens of train tracks were 
placed side by side, with hundreds of cars being loaded and 
unloaded with goods. The lanes of the station were all 
embedded within deep trenches in the stone floor to create 
makeshift platforms, with tons of rock hanging above it allasa 
ceiling. The manmade installation was an interesting showcase 
of design, using the rugged and robust lay of the land to one’s 
advantage. 


The Powderberg railway station acted as an outpost of sorts; the 
city itself resided on the opposite side of the mountain. A 
lengthy path slinked between the station and the city, 
traversable by motorbus. 


As the group stepped outside form the comforts of the heated 
locomotive, they were met by a harsh sensation of ice. The 
gentle summer of Zirinia was a thing of distant past for them. 
The air was cold, ridiculously cold, and only intensified by brisk 
winds whistling against the side of the mountain. 


Dani buried himself inside his coat as tightly as he could. 


Despite the frostiness encircling the gang, Miste began heading 
away from the station and towards the snowy plain waiting 
outside the cave with a giddy stride. Zeriah followed after the 
girl, drawn like a water strider to a lily. 


Dani stared from afar as Miste and Zeriah walked side by side 
across the snow. They marched all the way to the edge of the 


plain, where the view from the mountain range, down at the 
immense world below, was undeniably the best. The couple 
stood locked as one, showing no sign of the freezing weather 
bothering them, and simply gazed at the vastness. The 
afternoon sun beamed down from a clear blue sky, glimmering 
against the white canvas to give the scene a beautiful dreamlike 
quality. 


The young Adventurer -jumping in place to keep himself warm 
— felt heavy jolting in his chest as he watched his friends. He 
couldn’t put it to words fully, but something about the lovebirds 
amidst the pure-white landscape looked - for lack of a more 
discreet term — perfect. 


Miste scooped up a fistful of the powdery snow and flung a 
softly patted ball at Zeriah’s neck. Zeriah turned to face Miste, 
only to receive another snowball squarely on his noggin. Miste 
made a dashing escape, giggling impishly. Zeriah returned fire 
relentlessly while chasing Miste through the snow. After a brief 
yet fierce snowball fight, Zeriah bundled Miste inside his 
twirling embrace. Soft and radiant ice fluttered around them as 
the couple danced for a bit. 


Hearing Miste and Zeriah laughing as they ended their 
frolicking by falling on the bed of snow made Dani let out a 
voiceless sigh. As weird of a philosophy as it was, Dani had 
always measured the bond between people by the fact how 
envious he felt while watching them. Right now, he was as green 
as a piece of broccoli. 


I really hope I get to be all cuddly like that with someone... 
someday... 


“Aww! Isn’t that cute, Rei-Rei?” 


The elder Adventurer standing next to Dani seemed as detached 
as ever. Thick streams of mist escaped his nostrils like smoke 
from a chimney. He let his coat flutter freely in the wind, like he 
was completely unaffected by the biting-cold climate. With his 
gaze lost somewhere afar, he grunted under his breath. 


“T wouldn’t know.” 
“'..Cute things are not your forte, huh?” 
“Are you surprised?” 


“Not really. I just thought you might appreciate the sight of 
young love. I for one feel all warm and fuzzy inside...” 


A sudden blast of wind swept through the station, giving Dania 
fierce shiver. His teeth began clattering. 


“Heh, and in this kind of weather, whatever helps to keep 
warm works for me!” 


“Glad you find warmth in such simplistic endeavors.” 
“Don’t you long for that, Rei-Rei?” 
“Whatever do you mean?” 


“You know, to have someone who'll hold your hand in the 
coldness of the world... Someone who you can lean on, and in 
turn leans on you... Someone who’ll greet each new day by your 
side with a smile.” 


“Not really.” 


“Shocking! Is there no room for the fancies of the heart in the 
life of Rei-Rei?” 


“Tch, I got plenty on my plate already. A single eccentric lady 
etched to one’s soul ought to be enough, no?” 


“Ah, right. Freyja sure is a super lady.” 
Dani ruffled his hair awkwardly. 
“Gah! Everybody’s got a special someone ‘cept me!!” 


Reiram didn’t respond to the boy further, signifying an end to 
the discussion. 


A steady clatter of boots moved along the platform, alerting the 
duo of Adventurers to someone approaching from behind. 


With her blazing-red coat fluttering theatrically in her wake, 
Samsara arrived at the scene. The lady knight, just like Reiram, 
seemed completely unaffected by the freezing weather. 


“Afternoon, you two.” 


Dani gave the woman a cheery wave, mustered barely amidst 
the constant shivers slithering up his spine. 


“Hello there, Sam-Yam!” 

“Sam... Yam...?” 

Reiram laughed dryly. 

“Hah! He got you too! No use fighting it, just go with the flow.” 
“Ah-ha... then I shall.” 

“So, what’s the game plan, Sam-Yam?” 


“Well, the next transport car to the city will arrive momentarily. 
After we get to Powderberg, we’ll head for the town inn. I’ve 
arranged a meeting with Sur Muspell there.” 


Suddenly, Miste’s voice appeared right beside Dani’s ear, 
startling him slightly. 


“A meeting!? With Mr. Muspell himself!?” 


Miste had snuck her way back to the station, alongside Zeriah. 
The girl stared at Samsara, with eyes wide and round as hula- 
hoops. 


“Can... Can I... I mean... if it’s not too much trouble...” 

“Yes Miste — Pll introduce you to Mr. Muspell.” 

“Really!? That’s so awesome! Thank you so much, Samsara.” 
Dani leaned closer to Miste. 

“Who is...?” 


“Sur Muspell? He’s the current head of Muspell Industries. His 
father, Clive Muspell, was the first to discover the hidden 
potential of alaxdrite as an energy source fifty years ago. He was 
basically the daddy of alax-tech. He dedicated his life into 
bettering mankind with technology. Nowadays, Sur Muspell 
continues his father’s legacy.” 


“I see, an impressive guy.” 
“Yeah — mildly put!” 
Samsara laid an appraising stare over the gushing girl. 


“Just remember our agreement. You youngsters are to steer 
clear of anything relating to the case, got it?” 


“Yes. We promise.” 


Dani felt something floating on his not-yet-quite-entirely- 
numbed-by-the-cold nose. He peeked at the sky, finding streams 
of snowflakes twirling along the mercy of the winds. A fresh 
batch of snow would soon paint the area next to the train station 
smooth once more. A clean canvas, perhaps later inviting 
another pair of lovers to indulge their playful side... 


The promised ride for Powderberg didn’t arrive a moment too 
soon. Once the ten-meter-long tube - an alax-tech powered 
motorbus with hulking wheels the size of small cabins — parked 
itself at the station, Dani was the first one to dash inside. 
Climbing into the heated vehicle and laying his freezing bum on 
the soft bench made Dani feel like he never wanted to move 
again. The boy curled up into a snug ball as the frost in his bones 
melted away. 


Soon, The fully-packed motorbus set out towards the city witha 
mighty rumble. The imposing set of wheels rolled over the drifts 
of snow effortlessly. 


The journey for Powderberg went through a treacherously 
bendy road by the side of the mountain, barely wide enough to 
drive along. As such, the pace of the trip was kept decidedly 
slow. Dani didn’t particularly mind, for his cozy resting place 
was the only thing he desired at the moment. Although, a tiny 
nibble of something scrumptious to fill his belly would be the 
cherry on top of the cake... yeah, cake, why not... 


While dreaming awake about all things sweet, and watching 
from the bus’s window as the snowfall gathered in vigor, Dani 
kept dipping in and out of the realm of fancies. 


* k k 


A harsh thumping sound followed by the motorbus coming to 
an abrupt stop lifted Dani out of his daze. It was already dark, 
and the snow was coming down fast — in fact, it was more like 
coming sideways, as the freezing wind had turned into a full- 
blown storm. 


Confusion spread quickly throughout the bus. Everyone kept 
peering outside in search of the reason for the sudden stop. The 


pilot got up from his seat and stepped to the front of the bus with 
calming gestures. 


“No reason for worry. Everyone, please remain in your seats! 
We’ll be on our way shortly.” 


The pilot opened the door of the vehicle. A roaring whistle 
boomed through the bus as the icy air from outside whipped its 
way in. After fixing his collar higher, the pilot stepped into the 
storm. 


A sea of alarmed whispers filled the bus. From amidst the 
muttering, the sound of rushing footsteps emerged suddenly. 
Miste marched past Dani and towards the front of the bus. 


“Where are you going, Mystic-M?” 

“Something is wrong, I’ll go see if the pilot needs help.” 
“Its kinda nasty weather out there...” 

“All the more reasons to go!” 


While Miste climbed out of the bus, Zeriah got up and chased 
after the girl. 


“Wait, I’ll come too!” 


The thought of his two friends shivering at the mercy of the 
storm all alone felt majorly wrong to Dani. The boy jumped up 
from his seat and nudged past Reiram sitting next to him. 


“You coming, Rei-Rei?” 
“For what reason? Call me if you think I can help.” 


“Fair enough.” 


As Dani started for the front of the bus, Samsara joined him. The 
lady knight flashed a crafty smile while drawing her katana 
halfway out of its sheath. 


“Tll bring along some heat.” 


* k k 


The amount of snow outside the bus, both whipping through the 
air and on the ground, was utterly zany! Dani couldn’t see 
further than his nose as the falling snow kept clogging his face. 
On top of that, the biting-cold air had dropped several degrees 
since the afternoon, nibbling at the boy all over, despite his 
thick clothing. 


Samsara provided relief to both problems, by drawing out her 
katana and turning on the weapon’s heat-mode. The warmth 
emitting from the blade wrestled hard against the freezing 
wind. Even the super-heated metal couldn’t render the harsh 
weather entirely mute. 


With the gleaming blade illuminating their way through the 
storm, Dani and Samsara made their way around the motorbus 
and to the vehicle’s backside, where Miste and Zeriah were 
waiting for them. The motorbus pilot was bent down on all fours 
underneath the vehicle. 


“So, what’s the sitch, Mystic-M?” 

Miste pointed underneath the bus. 

“Still waiting.” 

The pilot crawled out, his face all flustered. 


“This is embarrassing. I’m just paid to drive this thing. I know 
next to nothing about fixing it. I think the problem is with the 


back axle, for what it’s worth. We’re still ways from the city, and 
then there’s this weather...” 


Miste crouched as low as she could, peering under the bus. 
“Mind if I take a look-see?” 
“Huh? Sure, go nuts Miss.” 


Miste threw her satchel underneath the vehicle and nudged 
herself to lay on her back. 


“Some light would be nice.” 


Samsara struck her katana to stand against the ground. The 
burning gleam created a sphere of radiance inside the storm. 


“Thanks.” 


Miste rummaged her bag for some tools and began tinkering 
with the bus’s underbelly. For a moment, complete silence in 
anticipation fell over the group, broken only by the whipping of 
wind and clean rasping of metal. Everyone standing out in the 
cold tried their best to keep warm by huddling around the heat 
of Samsara’s katana. 


Relaxed humming echoed from under the bus. 


“Him... hm... a quick fix with the wrench... no more slumping in 
the trench...” 


“Uhm, Big-Z? Does Mystic-M always hum while working?” 
“Yup, pretty much.” 


“Good, for a sec there I thought the weather was starting to get 
to her. Man, it’s cold...!” 


Miste nudged out from underneath the vehicle just enough to 
see the people in waiting. 


“I think I can get this working, but it could take a moment. You 
guys should go back inside.” 


Zeriah crouched next to the girl. 


“Do you honestly believe I’m gonna leave you here to freeze 
alone? No chance!” 


Dani and Samsara shook their heads in unison. 
“T’ll stay too. Go do what you do best, Mystic-M!” 


“You need the light, right? It would be mishandling of military 
hardware to leave my sword unguarded.” 


The trio gave Miste a combined smile of support. The girl 
nodded firmly in return. 


“Thanks, you guys. I try to be quick.” 


For several minutes, Miste kept toiling with... whatever it was. 
Little by little, her relaxed humming started fading away, 
becoming sporadic, while at the same time being replaced by 
metallic rattling as the cold started getting to her, making her 
movements unprecise. Despite the hampering weather, Miste 
pushed through with bravery. 


Finally, just when everyone could feel the freezing air seeping 
as deep as their bones, Miste dropped her hands from the bus’s 
underbelly to lie down on the bed of snow. 


“Done!!” 


The girl did not move of her own accord, merely quivered from 
the frost that had gathered all over her body. She was 
completely drained. 


Zeriah caught Miste by her legs and pulled her out. He helped 
the girl on her feet, giving her a shoulder to lean on. Through 
the clatter of her teeth, Miste managed to crack a smile. 


“It’s c-c-crude, but it sh-should hold till Powderberg.” 


The motorbus pilot was overjoyed. In his bursting sense of 
relief, he spent a moment wavering between rushing back 
inside the bus and giving the heroic mechanic a hug, finally 
deciding to simply pat the girl gently on the shoulder. 


“I don’t know who you are, but thank you, Miss! You saved our 
necks!” 


“D-D-Don’t th-thank me yet. Let’s see if... if it works properly.” 
“Right, Pm on it!” 
The pilot left for his station with brisk step. 


Zeriah wrapped himself around Miste, rubbing the girl to make 
her warm. 


“You truly are amazing.” 
“Th-thanks, Zeri.” 
“Nice going, Mystic-M!” 


“Hey, Dani, you wouldn’t happen to have more of that heat up 
medicine from before, would you?” 


“Sorry, I’m all out. To be honest, when I set out for my mission, 
I didn’t expect to end up in the coldest reaches of Zirinia in the 
middle of summer...” 


Samsara picked up her katana and began leading the way back 
inside the bus. 


“Let’s get ourselves indoors and warm up.” 


The lady knight gave Miste a nod, carrying the sense of intense 
respect for the girl’s actions. 


“It would seem that Powderberg suits you well, Miste. You’re 
clearly in your element here.” 


“Yeah, I guess you could say that.” 
The group of four moved towards the door of the motorbus. 


A sharp crackle sounded underneath Dani’s feet, one that he 
could easily notice, even amidst the wind ringing in his ears. 
The boy didn’t feel alarmed by this, or rather he didn’t have the 
interest to be alarmed, for he was at the moment more anxious 
about getting back to the warmth and coziness waiting for him 
inside the motorbus. 


As it turned out, being alarmed would’ve been in order. 


At first, Dani felt his left foot sliding out of place, followed 
quickly by his right one, along the rest of him. Before he knew 
it, he was floating above the bottomless abyss that loomed right 
next to the mountain path. He plummeted down with the loose 
rock and snow that had collapsed from under him. 


As he careened downward through the dark, Dani had only one 
thought shooting through his head. 


Well, it was a nice life while it lasted. 


The icy howls of wind carried with them a collection of horror- 
stricken screams calling out his name. 


A good sendoff... 


Maybe because fate took liking to Dani’s bravery at the face of 
his demise, or maybe just because the boy was extremely lucky, 
his freefall came to an abrupt stop. Dani slammed on his face 


against a thick sheet of snow, a lot sooner than he was 
expecting. He was hurting all over, but he was alive. 


Faster than one could say What in the heck!, Dani sprang up 
from the snow. After patting himself clean off the icy slush, Dani 
scanned his new surroundings. Apparently, he had landed on a 
small ledge sticking out from the mountainside right below the 
road. 


Talk about a massive fluke! 


Dani peered skyward through the thick snowfall. A faint glow, 
presumably Samsara’s red-hot katana, was visible a dozen 
meters higher. Sounds of sobbing fell down the mountainside; 
the tearful voice of Miste, enough to make Dani’s heart break. 


“Don’t lament for me just yet! Dani Clement is very much alive!” 
“Huh!? Dani!! Thank goodness! Are you hurt! ?” 
“I can stand... No worries. Pll be coming up shortly!” 


Dani prepared his crossbow. His wire-arrow would see him 
reunited with his friends in no time. 


“Heads up! Don’t wanna hit you guys!” 


The boy aimed his trusted weapon for the ledge above and 
pulled the trigger. 


Click... and nothing happened. 
“Click? What do you mean click!?” 


For some reason, the crossbow would not launch. After 
examining his gear closer, Dani found out why. 


“Uh... guys... funny thing... My stuffs frozen pretty bad! Seems 
like I won’t be coming up so shortly after all!” 


“What part of that is funny exactly?!” 


In addition to the throbbing ache Dani had suffered from the 
fall, the slicing cold began to creep over him once more. He 
couldn’t just stay still. Any way out would do at this point. 


On closer inspection, the boy noticed that the foothold he was 
occupying extended further around the mountainside, although 
merely as a dozen or so centimeters wide sliver, barely enough 
to stand on. 


“Guys! It looks like there’s a way forward here! It’s quite 
narrow, but Ill take my chances!” 


“Wait! We can think of something! Don’t do anything reckless!” 


“Sorry, Mystic-M, but it’s getting so cold that I can’t feel my butt 
cheeks anymore! I don’t have time to wait! You guys go on 
ahead, see if there’s a better place to climb up!” 


“Just be careful!” 
Zeriah’s voice joined Miste. 


“We’ll be waiting for you, Dani! Make sure to... well, make sure 
to make it!” 


He was followed by the stern voice of Samsara. 
“Good luck!” 


The trio climbed back onboard the motorbus. The vehicle 
roared onward, hopefully to meet Dani soon enough. 


The young Adventurer began his risky endeavor. Step by 
careful step, the boy nudged forward while making sure to 
press his back tightly against the wall of stone, as well as not to 
look down... 


The way forth curved gently, and the horizon was nothing but 
a pitch-black void — add in the blizzard whipping and clogging 
Dani’s face, and the end result was that the boy could see diddly 
where he was going. Dani felt like he was on a road that just 
turned, and turned, and turned, in an infinite loop, as he 
continued his trek for a time that crept close to eternity. 


The gathering frost made its best effort to hinder Dani’s 
progress, yet the boy pushed on. He concentrated on keeping his 
steps precise. One slip and it would all be over, for true this time. 


If Mystic-M can fight through the cold and fix a motorbus in this 
weather, then I can manage this as well! 


Slowly, the narrow ledge began to gain width. Eventually, Dani 
found his path leading onto a spacious cliff, slightly slanting 
upward, with a scattered grove of withered trees looming at the 
top of the rise. Dani came close to screaming out from joy, but 
his waning strength wouldn’t let him. He gathered what little 
vigor he still had left in him and began briskly climbing the hill. 


The layers of snow were much thicker than anywhere on the 
mountain before, reaching as high as Dani’s knees, making 
progress extra arduous. Normally, whenever Dani had space to 
move, he was extremely nimble on his feet — now though, all his 
potential was wasted. It was rough to simply lift his legs high 
enough to push onward. 


The wind kept gaining momentum. A sudden forceful gust 
punched against Dani, making him lose his balance and fall 
over on his back. 


“Awesome... Grrh... Come on, Dani, get up! Everybody’s waiting 
for you!” 


While climbing back up, Dani heard a growling noise echoing 
over the winds. A shiver of dread shot through him, for the voice 
was something no one in his position would want to hear, least 
of all coming from right behind them. Turning around revealed 
a sight that Dani had already guessed by the sound, yet he had 
held out hope of just imagining it... 


A lean, muscular body standing on four legs, armed by saber- 
like claws. Fur of silvery gray with stripes of darkest night. A 
pair of tusks like ice picks, and a maw that opened into a mighty 
snarl. 


“Oh, give me a break!! How much bad luck can one guy have?!” 


The animal that glared at Dani through the snowstorm - an 
ivory-fang tiger — was too close for him to have any chance of 
outrunning it. The beast leaned low, preparing to make a dash 
for its prey. 


Dani had a second to make a move - any move. His frozen-up 
crossbow was useless, so were gas and lures, they wouldn’t do 
squat under harsh wind. As a desperate resort, the young 
Adventurer reached for his quiver and grabbed a single arrow. 
His only hope was the off chance that he’d be able to dodge the 
initial attack and stab the beast with the arrow. 


With a hungry roar, the tiger leapt at Dani. 


Just then, something happened, something so out of the blue 
that Dani couldn’t decide whether his life had become one of 
incredible luck, or simply one of cruel emotional tossing. 


Someone dashed towards the tiger with incredible speed, with 
a trail of flung-up snow following in their wake, like a loon 
running above the surface of a lake. The person was veiled by a 
sleek cloak, with a long and fluttery cape. 


The new actor entering the scene was like a lightning strike 
from a cloudless sky; embodying all the power of this allegory, 
the person jumped for the tiger and dropped a brutal kick 
squarely across the snout of the snarling beast. 


The tiger went tumbling over, rolling like a barrel through the 
snow. 


Surprised by the astonishing sequence of events, Dani keeled 
backwards and dropped down on the snow. 


Who...!? Whoever that is, that was some seriously badass kick! 


As the tiger regained its bearings and was about to repeat its 
attack, the cloaked person took an imposing step towards the 
animal; a single, hammering stomp that made the snow-covered 
cliff rumble. The feral feline stared at the mysterious stranger 
while emitting a low, hostile purr. After assessing that its 
opponent was too powerful to risk agitating further, the tiger 
turned away, defeated. Sprinting through the storm, the beast 
soon disappeared from view. 


The cloaked figure stood over Dani, their back towards the 
confused boy. The whipping wind made the person’s cape float 
around them as they simply stood there, silent and stoic. 


Funnily enough, although he couldn’t explain why, to Dani, 
something about the stranger’s presence exuded warmth in the 
midst of the blizzard. Being near this person made him feel 
homey and safe. 


“Thanks a ton! I thought I was a goner for sure.” 


Dani stumbled back on his feet. He tried reaching out to the 
person wrapped inside their flowing robe, who in turn chose to 
remain with their back facing the boy. 


“Pm Dani Clement. It’s nice to meet you... uhm... Hello...? I guess 
you don’t talk much, huh?” 


Suddenly, the mysterious stranger dashed past Dani, close 
enough that he was almost knocked over once more. The 
person’s hood was pulled too low to give Dani a clear look at 
their face. Before the boy could react, the cloaked stranger had 
already reached the grove of withered trees atop the rise, still 
barely within Dani’s range of vision. 


“Wait! Come back!” 


Dani gave chase, yet fell behind fast. Whoever his savior was, 
they were incredibly agile on their feet. 


Wait... this couldn’t be that ‘Hooded Guy’ Ret-Rei and the others 
are chasing...? Nah, no way, why would he be here, and why save 
me... This is someone else! 


From underneath the cloaked stranger’s fluttering cape, Dani 
caught a glimpse of something that made him doubt his senses: 
the mystery person was running through the snow barefoot! 


By the time Dani reached the grove of crooked trees, the 
stranger was already gone, swallowed by the raging snowstorm. 


“That was weird...” 
With nothing to be done over the matter, Dani kept pushing 


through the blizzard at his own pace. 


* k k 


The stretch of shriveled mountain flora ended soon, revealing 
an expanse of snowy hills. After stepping out from the collection 
of twigs that barely qualified as trees, and pacing past the gentle 
slopes, Dani felt the snowstorm slowly easing up. Soon, through 


the dying howls of the wind, Dani could hear the familiar 
rumble of the motorbus’s engine behind a nearby hill. 


“Whew...! Not a moment too soon...” 


Beyond the rise, the voices of his friends came calling out to his 
name in unison. Dani made a quick dash for the hilltop. 
Everyone sounded worried. 


He stopped to catch his breath once he reached the apex. He was 
just about to ahoy his friends, when Miste’s relieved yell cut him 
short. 


“Dani!!” 


Before Dani could respond, Miste had already rushed for him 
and wrapped him inside her arms. The girl hugged Dani with 
everything she got, nearly snapping his spine. 


“Youre safe!!” 
“And sound! Don’t worry, Mystic-M.” 
“How could - sniff— how could I not worry?” 


Dani felt his right shoulder getting wet as Miste’s tears rolled 
down in an endless stream. 


“I was afraid Fd never see you again!” 


In all honesty, feeling Miste shivering against him while 
shedding a waterfall of tears for his sake, made Dani feel 
crushing guilt, as well as uplifting joy. 


“Tm Sorry...” 
“Yeah, you should be!” 


Zeriah came running to the scene. He gave Dani a caring slap on 
the shoulder. 


“Glad to see you okay. Miste wouldn’t stop crying for the entire 
time, y know.” 


“Pm really sorry.” 
Miste squeezed Dani even harder. 
“No more apologies! Just don’t make us worry like that again.” 


“I promise. Although, you might say that I put the word 
adventure into Adventurer.” 


“Well, next time, try to have your misadventures someplace 
safer.” 


“Heh, will do!” 


Samsara and Reiram followed soon after Zeriah. Surprisingly, 
even the grumpy elder Adventurer had been looking for Dani. 


“Are you unharmed?” 


“Besides getting my bones mangled up by Mystic-M here? Yeah, 
Pll live.” 


Reiram gave Dani a condescending glance before turning away. 
“Only an utter screw-up could fail as hard as you.” 

The young Adventurer smiled for his elder colleague. 

“Glad to hear you care.” 


The man muttered something inaudible, and left for the 
motorbus. 


“Let’s not waste any more time. Powderberg awaits.” 


Miste let go of Dani somewhat reluctantly. The group began 
following Reiram’s lead back to the vehicle, while the fall of 
snow kept steadily mellowing down. 


Dani took a peek back towards the grove of withered trees, 
hoping to catch a glimpse of the cloaked stranger who had come 
to his rescue. As expected, there was not even a hint of them. 


Between the caring of his friends, and the luck he was showered 
with even at the face of his greatest adversities, Dani couldn’t 
help but feel that life was being sweet to him. It was an awesome 
time and place to be alive! 


VERSE #10: SWEET POTATO 


“The residential district extends across the entire western side 
of the city. Past that, it’s almost exclusively Muspell Industries’ 
premises: factories, offices, and the company’s very own 
alaxdrite mine at the eastern end.” 


Samsara pointed towards the far distance as she gave Miste her 
lecture. 


“It’s the largest mine in the northern province, right?” 
“Quite right.” 


The motorbus kept rolling smoothly along the broad city streets 
— vacant and eerily quiet by the coming of night — giving Miste 
ample time to awe at the sights. 


Powderberg was unlike any town that Miste had ever seen. 
Being more used to humble, rural architecture, Powderberg’s 
expansive tarmac-covered roads, framed by rows of enormous 
buildings, spanning countless stories high as they rocketed to 
touch the skies, ended up filling the girl with a sense of vertigo. 
Miste’s face remained glued to the window of the bus, while her 
neck craned into dangerous-looking poses. 


“It’s sorta funny — I’ve never seen a building rising higher than 
three stories before this.” 


While gazing at the dusk-filled night sky, Miste noticed how the 
snowfall continued above the city. Curiously, the snowflakes 
seemed to evaporate well before having the chance to reach the 
ground. The streets were dry, and utterly free of anything white. 


“How do they keep the city clean from snow?” 
“See those posts between some of the buildings?” 


Samsara pointed at a high steel pole with a machine in the shape 
of an enormous pinecone at the tip. 


“Those are heater units. They circulate a constant stream of 
warm air throughout the city. There’s a veritable web of 
machinery running underneath our feet, spanning across the 
entirety of Powderberg. The system regulates a sort of artificial 
climate for the city. There are also several dedicated buildings 
with small-scale setups similar to this, where they create the 
ideal conditions for farming. The city is able to grow crops for 
the populace the whole year round.” 


“That’s amazing! I guess the corporation wouldn’t wish to have 
their employees freezing and starving. Is it true that almost all 
the residents of the city work for Muspell Industries?” 


“Yes, other than those who’ve established their own small 
businesses, like shops, tourism, and such.” 


The motorbus made a sharp turn at a cross street. There were 
rows of oak trees planted on either side of the street. The asphalt 
was punctured with hefty holes, from where the trees had room 
to grow and fan out boldly. The sudden sight of thriving flora in 
full green had Miste’s eyes popping wide open. This joyful taste 


of nature, juxtaposed to the angular, hard, practical 
architecture that cradled it, was rather refreshing. In a sense, 
amidst the harsh and endless winter of Maryam Mountains, 
Powderberg provided its citizens with an oasis — if not quite 
equal to Zirinia’s balmy summers, then at the very least 
resembling a gentle autumn. 


The motorbus came to a stop at the front of a flashy building, 
sticking out from the rest of the street with its dramatically- 
glitzy entrance. A lengthy series of steps with railings of gold 
extended all the way from the street and into the depths of the 
establishment, past a pair of alluringly open doors. Weaving 
around the twenty story high building’s countless windows was 
a collection of lights, purple and green, blinking, twinkling, 
enticing, like a peacock fluffing its feathers. A sign touting Three 
Alaxdrite Grand Hotel gleamed above the entrance. 


The passengers began flooding out of the bus. Most of them 
headed straight for the luxurious resort. The gang of five - who 
had their own mission in the city — remained on the street, 
gazing at the stylish high-class building. 


Dani patted his pockets in a fit of embarrassment. 


“Uh... Sam-Yam? Is this the place where you’re having that meet 
up? I think it’s slightly outside my price range...” 


Samsara threw a curt laugh at Dani, and turned marching down 
the street. 


“Mine too. Us knights aren’t paid that much.” 


The rest of the gang followed the lady knight as she led them 
through a network of slim side alleys between the buildings. 
The air of the city felt breezy cool, yet nothing close to the 
murderous freeze out on the mountain range. 


During their trek, Miste kept peering for the night sky. The 
snowfall had finally cleared entirely, revealing a flawlessly dark 
canvas, along the brightest set of stars the girl had ever seen. 
The glimmering lights were larger than Miste knew possible for 
celestial bodies; she felt like she could just reach for the heavens 
and touch them. 


After zigzagging ever-narrowing alleyways, Samsara stopped in 
front of a modest establishment. A small sign hung above the 
door: Snow Top Inn. 


“Here we are!” 


The two-story inn had a lone tiny window facing the narrow 
alley. A cute beam of warmth trickled onto the street. The simple 
wooden door - with crackled paint and a dinged-up 
doorknocker - was hidden inside a recess in the wall, nearly 
camouflaging the business entirely between the neighboring 
stores. 


Headed by Samsara, the gang entered the premises. 


The front door led into a short hallway, with a staircase to the 
upper floor at the far end, on the right-hand side. On the left, 
there was an entrance into a dining hall with a bar. The walls 
were painted soft mustard yellow, and the counter had a 
swarthy walnut finish; elegant in a homey way. The tavern was 
confined yet efficient, with round and robust tables dotting the 
area, four chairs a piece around each of them. The ambiance 
could easily be pictured as cozy, and dripping with the sense of 
community — were there anyone else currently present besides 
the group of travelers who had just arrived. 


It was perfectly quiet. Should the spherical alax-tech chandelier 
in the middle of the dining hall not be lit, one would assume the 
place was completely vacant. 


Samsara gave the doorframe of the tavern a sharp knock. 
“Evening -is anyone here?” 


From behind the bar counter, the surprised face of a woman 
popped into view. She swiped her hands haphazardly, combing 
her hair and straightening her apron. 


“Good evening!” 


The woman nudged from behind the counter to meet the lady 
knight. 


“You must be Captain Talmond. Please, no need to just stand in 
the hallway, come inside.” 


As Samsara walked into the tavern with her party of 
companions in tow, there was a visible sense of astonished 
delight on the innkeeper’s face. 


“Ah, there are more of you, how wonderful! Please, please, 
make yourselves at home.” 


The innkeeper oozed liveliness in every move she made. Her 
gestures were flowing and giddy as she invited the group 
further inside the tavern with a smile. She seated her guests 
around the table closest to the counter. Reiram hopped on one 
of the bar stools, isolating himself subtly from the others. 


The innkeeper continued beaming with glee as she fluttered 
around the party. 


“My name’s Kalila Jolovia. I’ll be your hostess for the next... well, 
however long it is you’re pleased to stay with us. If there’s 
anything you desire, do not be afraid to ask.” 


Dani threw his right hand towards the ceiling in a silly manner. 
“I for one could seriously go for some grub, please.” 
Zeriah nudged Dani on the shoulder. 


“I guess slogging through blizzard along the mountainside gives 
you the munchies?” 


“Can you blame me?” 

“Nah, honestly, I’m famished too!” 

Kalila gave the group a peppy curtsy. 

“Pm happy to provide. It'll only be a moment.” 


Before the innkeeper could make her leave, Samsara caught her 
by her apron. 


“Before you get to that, Mrs. Jolovia, could you send word for 
Mr. Muspell that I’ve arrived? I’m supposed to meet him here.” 


“Certainly, leave it to me! And please, everyone, do call me 
Kalila.” 


Kalila paced behind the bar counter and opened up a small 
cabin, with a telephone inside it. The rattle of the transceiver 
was followed by rhythmic sliding of the dial wheel. Curiously, 
even the way Kalila handled the phone seemed to embody 
earnest gleefulness. 


“Hello, this is Kalila Jolovia, from Snow Top Inn. Id like to 
inform Mr. Muspell that Captain Talmond has arrived.” 


The response from the other end sounded as murmuring static. 


“Yes, just now... Yes, Pl tell her... Yes, a pleasant night to you as 
well.” 


Kalila ended the call by dropping the transceiver gently back in 
place. 


“That was the receptionist at the main office. They said Mr. 
Muspell will set out to meet you right away, Captain Talmond.” 


“Thank you, Kalila.” 


“The pleasure is all mine. Now, to fill the tummies of weary 
travelers, I have just the thing!” 


Kalila skipped through a door next to the bar counter and 
vanished into the depths of the kitchen. The swinging door 
waved a brief farewell to her guests. 


Miste dropped her jacket over the backrest of her chair as 
droplets of sweat began rolling down her neck. It was warm 
inside the tavern, almost enough to make one forget that they 
were in fact surrounded by the harshest and coldest 
environments in all of Zirinia. 


Suddenly, a set of footsteps rushed down the stairs from the 
upper floor and towards the dining room. Without glancing at 
the group, a young boy stomped through the room with gusto. 
He was cradling a wooden clock in his arms. The boy -ten or so 
years old — slid one of the nearby chairs against the wall and 
climbed on it, reaching higher to hang up his clock. Despite the 
boost provided by the chair, the boy fell a tad short from his 
desired height. 


Miste got up and walked next to the boy. 
“Can I help?” 


The boy shook his head furiously, a determined gleam in his 
eyes. 


“Nope, I got this.” 


After observing the boy’s futile efforts to reach just a few inches 
higher, Miste eventually snatched the clock gently from his 
hands. 


“It’s alright. Let me.” 

Miste hung the clock upon a hook sticking from the wall. 
“There!” 

The boy backed away from the wall. 

“Thanks, missy.” 

His gaze fixated on the clock as it kept on ticking. 


The hand-carved timepiece showcased excellent craftsmanship. 
It depicted a tree in the prime of autumn, with most splendid 
colors, against a backdrop of mesmerizingly intricate 
ornamentation. The face of the clock was placed near the root 
of the tree, while a curious tiny hatch loomed amidst the 
treetop. Staring at the clock for a moment, Miste kept constantly 
noticing new details on the piece of art. Whoever had made it 
must’ve devoted a lot of time and passion into crafting it. 


Silent anticipation filled the tavern as everyone turned to gaze 
at the clock. The young boy kept counting down silently, while 
the minute hand crept slowly towards the point where it would 
arrow straight towards the ceiling. It was nearly ten o’clock. 


Once the minute hand clicked in place, there was a soft clatter 
of gears, and the hatch on the upper part of the clock opened 
up. From within, a short platform sprang outward, carrying a 


wooden bird with red sheen. The birdie opened its tiny beak, 
and the clock rang out a jubilant song, resembling the chirp of 
a swallowpecker. The bird sang its song ten times. After that, it 
returned back to its nest inside the clock. 


The little boy jumped high, triumphant. 
“Yes! It worked!” 


Miste offered the boy a cheerful applause, with everyone 
quickly following her example. The boy, embarrassed by the 
ovations, fidgeted in place and rubbed his foot against the floor. 


“Thanks... It’s nothing, really.” 


“Are you kidding? This is awesome! You made it yourself, 
right?” 


Miste dropped on her knee to face the boy directly. 

“Its okay to feel pride over your talents.” 

“You think so? It’s that great?” 

“Totally!” 

“Well, I have been working on the clock for half a year now...” 
“It truly shows.” 


The boy turned to look away from Miste’s excited smile — as if 
only showing one cheek towards the girl could hide his 
blushing. 


“Thanks for the assist, missy. My name’s Albert Jolovia. What’s 
yours?” 


“Pm Miste. It’s fun to meet someone so young and so into 
tinkering.” 


“You like that stuff too?” 


“Uh-huh! I’ve been fiddling with alax-tech almost all my life.” 
“Cool, cool... So, are you here for like a job or something?” 
“Nah, we’re just visiting.” 

“I see. That’s cool too.” 

Albert turned to gaze at the fruit of his labor. 


“Man, it really works... Can’t wait to see the look on dad’s face 
when he sees this.” 


“Is he a tinkerer also?” 


“Yeah, he taught me all I know. He works as a mechanic at 
Muspell’s main office.” 


Miste didn’t try to hide her excitement upon hearing this. 
“That’s huge!! Your dad must be awesomely talented!” 
“He’s the best there is. I hope he likes my clock...” 

Miste squeezed Albert’s shoulder encouragingly. 

“Pm sure he’s very proud of you.” 

She giggled softly. 

“Y’know, I kinda want to meet your dad now.” 

“Well, you’re gonna have to wait a while...” 

“HOw so?” 


Albert’s bliss-filled pride vanished from his face. His eyes 
dropped to the floor. 


“Dad’s been away for months. Mom says he’s on a business trip 
and we have to be patient... but I...” 


Albert took some distance from Miste while wiping his face on 
his sleeve. Miste was about to reach for him, but decided quickly 
to back away, so as not to embarrass the boy further. 


“I really miss him. It’s unfair! Why can’t someone else do 
whatever he’s doing?” 


“You said your dad is the best, right? People must be counting 
on him. Who knows, he might be back real soon! And when he 
returns, what he wants to see is the brave face of his son.” 


“Mm... that’s what mom says too. And you’re both right.” 


The door to the kitchen flung open, and Kalila came marching 
into the dining hall. She carried a plate stacked high with round 
lumps of tinfoil. The wrappings were sliced lightly open, 
unleashing trails of tantalizing steam. 


“Pm baaack!” 


The innkeeper placed the plate at the center of the table. The 
scent exuding from the wrappings was sweet and rich, flowing 
butteriness mixing with zesty herbs. 


“Please, dig in!” 


A whiff of the oven-warm food made Miste salivate 
uncontrollably. The smell was familiar to her, embodying the 
essence of home. Miste zoomed for the table and grabbed one 
of the treats, taking in all the aroma with a passionate breath. 


“Oven baked sweet potatoes! How did you know!?” 


The room got filled by quizzical looks aimed at Miste — from all 
except Zeriah. 


“This is literally my favorite food!” 


Kalila beamed surprised satisfaction. 


“What a happy coincidence!” 


The gang settled down to share the meal and refill their energy. 
Only after serving her guests did Kalila turn to address the 
young boy standing a bit further away. 


“Albert, you should’ve been in bed an hour ago.” 


“I know, mom. I just couldn’t stop working on the clock. I got 
into a really good flow, y’know. And look, I got it to work!” 


“Yes sweetie, I heard. It sounded beautiful.” 
The innkeeper hoisted her son into her arms and hugged him. 
“Gaah, mom!! Pm not a little kid anymore!” 


“As long as I have the strength to hug you like this, you are my 
little boy.” 


Kalila spun around with Albert in her arms. She stopped to 
admire her son’s accomplishment on the wall. 


“I’m so proud of you, Albert.” 
“... hanks mom.” 


Kalila put her son down and followed him by dropping into a 
low curtsy. 


“Is my little tinkerer hungry?” 

“Yeah!” 

Miste hollered between the mother ‘n’ son back ‘n’ forth. 
“Come eat with us, Albert!” 


The boy took the offer with glee and squeezed between Miste 
and Zeriah. Kalila gave her son a somewhat rattled yelp. 


“Ah, no sweetie — we shouldn’t bother guests!” 


Miste returned the innkeeper’s comment with a confused look. 


“Who’s bothering who? We don’t mind eating with a friend. 
Right guys?” 


Everyone nodded in synch. 
Kalila bobbed gracefully. 


“You are all kind. Ill go prepare rooms for you. Pl also have the 
bath drawn and warm for you. No worries, it’s part of the 
package.” 


The innkeeper graced the room with a sly wink, before 
marching for the upper floor, leaving the guests to enjoy their 
supper. 


Kalila’s sweet potatoes were absolutely delectable. The 
vegetables had been slowly cooked to perfection, and filled with 
loads of butter and spices, leaving them both mushy and savory 
in right balance. 


While the group chowed down on their veggies, Albert kept 
laying subtle looks at Zeriah. He seemed indifferent to the 
young boy’s interest in him at first, but as the leering continued, 
he turned to face the little one. 


“Is there something on your mind?” 

“Nah... not really... I mean...” 

“Yes?” 

“T like your scarf.” 

Surprised, Zeriah stroked the red cloth around his neck. 
“Uh, thanks. I think it’s real snazzy as well.” 


“Its cool. Red is my favorite color.” 


Miste came close to gagging on her mouthful of the savory 
veggie. 


“Seriously!? Red is my favorite color too!” 
From across the table, Dani gave the girl a scanning look. 


“Huh... never would’ve guessed. I pictured you as a blue or 
green inclined lass myself.” 


“Yea, it’s kinda hard to explain. Red doesn’t really suit me 
personally, so I never wear it myself, but it always reminds me 
of the best things in life. That’s why I like it.” 


The front door of the inn creaked open abruptly, letting in a gust 
of breezy air from outside. 


Aman of robust stature walked inside the tavern. His stride was 
somewhat hesitant, like a mole sniffing through a pitch-dark 
tunnel. He wore a thick fur coat with a hefty hood, adding to his 
starch feel. 


The man flipped his hood aside, revealing his face, framed by 
mighty beard and bushy brows over his dark and squinting 
eyes. He searched his coat for a pair of glasses, placing them to 
rest at the tip of his nose. 


Only after the man had completed his look with his rectangular 
specks did Miste recognize him. She’d seen his picture on 
numerous news articles over the years. The head of Muspell 
industries, and the most notable person in all of Powderberg, 
Sur Muspell, had just walked in! 


Miste shoveled her mouth full of potato to smother her scream 
of excitement. 


Mr. Muspell straightened his posture while patting himself 
warm all over. Despite his fluffy and cozy coat, and the mellow 


air of Powderberg, he seemed extremely pleased to be 
surrounded by the warmth of the inn. 


“Captain Talmond?” 


Samsara sprang up from her seat and walked to the tavern’s 
entrance to meet the man. 


“Mr. Muspell. Thank you for meeting me at this late an hour.” 
“Nonsense! The night, she is still young. Shall we be seated?” 


Samsara glanced at the party of companions whom she’d found 
herself with. 


“Perhaps a bit of privacy is in order?” 


“Oh, no, no! Were not speaking of secrets. The stirring of 
trouble has already reached the news, no? Whatever turmoil 
may loom over the city, you’re here to prevent it, Captain. Let 
us be honest, and tout for honesty.” 


Mr. Muspell signed Samsara towards the table closest to them. 
The lady knight nodded gallantly. 


“Very well.” 


Mr. Muspell seated himself with his back towards the entrance, 
so that his field of vision encompassed the whole of the tavern. 
Samsara sat opposite to him. 


“Judging by your relaxed demeanor, I assume that there hasn’t 
been any incidents yet?” 


“None that I know of. And I would know.” 
“That’s reassuring.” 


“Nay, the presence of you, Captain, is reassuring. Having a 
knight of your stature visiting our city is humbling.” 


“You are being kind.” 


“If there is anything, anything at all, that either I or my 
subordinates can do to assist you, ask away, Captain.” 


“I will. Itd be wise if you were to increase the amount of 
security at the alaxdrite mines. Pll be focusing my patrolling 
there as well.” 


Mr. Muspell gave the lady knight a nod. 
“Consider it done.” 


A moment of silence settled between the two. Samsara twirled 
her hand through the air, smiling dryly. 


“Well, that was brief. It would seem that there isn’t really that 
much to discuss after all.” 


“Hahah! It would certainly appear so, Captain.” 


Like a pin rabbit ogling its prey, Mr. Muspell leaned forth, 
almost the whole length of the table. Samsara retreated a bit in 
response. The man’s sudden enthusiasm was rather frightening. 


“Is everything alright?” 


“This is rather embarrassing, Captain, but would it be 
acceptable if I took a gander at your weapon?” 


Samsara placed her katana on the table without hesitation. 
“Here you are.” 


Like a kid on his birthday, Mr. Muspell began examining the 
sword thoroughly. He pulled out a set of tools from his pockets, 
along a telescopic magnifying glass. The man cracked open the 
handle of the sword, peering for the alaxdrite core inside. 


Miste observed from further away as Mr. Muspell fiddled with 
the piece of tech, completely submerged in his own world. 


He’s quite bold! Even I didn’t dare to start disassembling 
Samsara’s weapon on the spot. 


Samsara smirked at the man glued to her katana. 


“Am I wrong to assume that your over-abundant zeal in coming 
to meet me wasn’t entirely business related?” 


Mr. Muspell retorted with an amused chortle. 


“No, you are not. My apologies, Captain, I simply couldn’t resist! 
I’ve had my eye on this piece for a while now.” 


“I was under the impression that you and Major Xenox share 
research notes with each other?” 


“We do. But it’s an entirely different experience to see the 
finished product for myself.” 


As Mr. Muspell lifted his gaze from the weapon for a brief 
moment, his eyes crossed with Miste, who was nosily observing 
him from across the room. The man kept peering at the girl with 
an asking expression. Miste’s cheeks lit up burning, and she 
turned to stare down at the table. She felt like a weirdo for 
gawking at someone she didn’t know. 


“Can I help you, Miss?” 


Mr. Muspell’s voice reached across the room, like tapping Miste 
on her shoulder. The girl lifted her gaze in a fit of 
embarrassment. 


“No, no, it’s nothing! I’m sorry!” 
Samsara turned towards Miste and waved for her to approach. 


“It’s alright, come on over.” 


Miste got up from her seat while leaning support from the 
backrest. Her knees melted into mush, and her chest turned into 
a cymbal. The opportunity to meet the most innovative alax- 
tech engineer alive made Miste’s skin tickle with exhilaration. 
At the same time, however, she couldn’t help but feel that she 
was unworthy. After all, she was just a smalltime mechanic 
from a backwater town. 


Maybe I shouldn’t waste Mr. Muspell’s time... Surely, he’s got 
better things to do than entertain my fancies. 


Zeriah pressed his hand against Miste’s back. He gave the girla 
sharp shove, sending her halfway across the room with leaping 
steps. 


Startled, Miste turned to meet Zeriah. He grinned softly, and 
spoke to her voicelessly: 


“No doubts now!” 
Miste sent a loving smile back at him. 
You're right. Thank you, Zeri! 


Miste marched assertively to meet the man she admired. The 
girl flashed a confident smirk at Samsara and Mr. Muspell. 


“Hello, sorry for the awkwardness.” 
Samsara pulled out a chair for Miste. 


“Mr. Muspell, rd like you to meet Miste. She’s a gifted alax-tech 
mechanic from Akrelion, and an aspiring Adventurer.” 


Miste offered her right hand for Mr. Muspell. 
“It is an honor to meet you, sir.” 


“There are no sirs here as far as Pm concerned.” 


Mr. Muspell took Miste’s hand inside a soft grip. He scanned the 
strength of her arm, and the peculiar gauntlet decorating it. 


“Always a pleasure to meet a fellow alax-tech enthusiast!” 


Miste was happy to find out how firmly the current father-of- 
alax-tech had his feet on the ground. Even so, it was humbling 
to sit at the same table with the Sur Muspell himself. 


Suddenly, a surge of red blossomed on Miste’s cheeks as she 
found herself just sitting there, silent, staring at the man witha 
dumb grin on her face, for who knows how long. 


Mr. Muspell chuckled compassionately at the flustered girl. 


“I know what you are thinking; How can someone who’s buried 
in his desk all day long, and living mostly on coffee and his love 
for his work, possibly be so godly handsome? Well, PI tell you — 
the secret is fresh mountain air, it keeps the spirit young!” 


“Uh...?” 
“That was a joke.” 
“Ah...! Heh... right.” 


“Relax, I’m just a simple man. Whatever title I hold won’t make 
me more than who I am right here, right now, sitting on my bum 
—a man, nothing more. So please, be yourself, Miste.” 


“Yes! I’m sorry. I’m still kinda trying to take all of this in. I’ve 
always wanted to visit Powderberg! Having your dreams 
coming true is an overwhelming feeling.” 


“I know exactly what you mean. So, how do you like our city so 
far?” 


“Its unlike anything I’ve ever seen before!” 


“I hope you have time to stay and gander around further.” 


“That would be great.” 


“If your schedule with our dear Captain Talmond permits it, of 
course.” 


“Oh, uh... I don’t actually...” 

Samsara cut in with her innately stern tone. 

“My travel companions aren’t here to assist me, Mr. Muspell.” 
“I see. Forgive me for assuming.” 

“Not at all.” 


Miste knew that Samsara meant well, she was a knight after all, 
her duty was to keep the people around her safe. Regardless, 
Miste couldn’t shake the burning feeling in her chest that told 
her to stand up to the lady knight; to insist that she wanted to 
help, to say how much she cared about getting the villainous 
hooded guy to pay for his crimes. In the end, seeing as bickering 
about the matter wouldn’t get her anywhere, Miste decided to 
quickly bury those feelings. 


“You still have Reiram for support, though.” 
“Yes... yes I do.” 


The sound in Samsara’s voice was a strange blend between 
sighing and snapping. 


Mr. Muspell peered over Samsara’s shoulder, to the other side 
of the tavern where Reiram slouched by the bar counter, his hat 
covering his face from attracted eyes, like the elder Adventurer 
was inclined to do. After getting no response for his sly gazing, 
Mr. Muspell turned his attention back to his immediate 
company with a shrug. 


“Truthfully, Pm pleased to know you have some support for 
your mission, Captain. It’s not healthy to gather too much 
weight on one’s shoulders.” 


Samsara gave no answer, other than a vague twitch of her head, 
resembling a nod. 


Gazing over his glasses, Mr. Muspell laid an intrigued look at 
Miste’s gauntlet. 


“That is a fascinating piece you have around your arm, Miste.” 
“My gauntlet?” 
“Mmhmm. May I take a look?” 


Miste felt like she was about to make an utter fool of herself. Her 
invention had been a bust, she accepted that. To showcase 
something like that to Mr. Muspell would be humiliating at best, 
and insulting at worst. And yet, the girl didn’t have the heart to 
deny the request, even at the cost of her own dignity as an 
inventor. 


“I... uh... Sure, here.” 


Mr. Muspell placed the gauntlet gently on the table. After briefly 
examining the gizmo on the outside, the man proceeded to 
screw the plating bare, detach the alaxdrite engine, and lay it on 
the table next to the glove. 


“High-output core... nerve trigger system... conductor fabric... 
curious... highly curious...” 


A bit of muttering and probing later, the man turned for Miste. 


“It’s designed to release concentrated bursts of energy, no? 
What are you planning to do with it?” 


“I originally designed it for mining purposes.” 


“Mining? Interesting... Crude, but effective!” 
“Its not quite finished though. It’s unstable and—” 
“Naturally. It is a prototype, after all. No need to be ashamed.” 


Hearing Mr. Muspell’s reassuring words gave Miste a sense of 
soaring triumph, forcing a big smile on her lips. 


The man gave Miste a peculiar, inquiring glare. 


“You’ve gotten creative while constructing your machine. These 
kinds of solutions are highly unusual.” 


“I had to work with what I got my hands on.” 
“T see...” 


Mr. Muspell’s lips twitched slightly upon hearing Miste’s 
answer. 


“I know it’s bold of me to ask, but Pd like to borrow your 
invention for a while. I want to sketch it, for future reference. 
Would that be at all acceptable?” 


“Huh!? Of course!! .... mean, sure, why not, if you really want 
to.” 


Holy fricking crap!! Sur Muspell wants to archive my designs. My 
invention!! 


“Wonderful! I promise that I will handle your gauntlet like the 
most delicate of flowers. If there is anything I can do in return, 
feel free to ask.” 


“Actually, there is something.” 
“Anything, ask away.” 


Miste pointed at the blue gem on her gauntlet. 


“Td like you to take a look at this alaxdrite.” 
“Take a look at it?” 
“Have it analyzed, see if there’s anything unusual about it.” 


Mr. Muspell took the gem in his hand and examined it intently, 
with added help from his magnifying glass. 


“Hmmm...” 


After his initial scan turned out null, the man slipped the gem 
inside his pocket. He gave his fuzzy beard a rub while eyeing 
Miste. 


“Unusual, you say...? Very well, Pl get back to you.” 
“Thanks, I appreciate it.” 
“You are a curious one indeed, little lady.” 


Miste could sense the thrill in Mr. Muspell’s eyes. He was eager 
to find out all the secrets that the piece of alaxdrite held within. 


Yggdrazil, you’re practically as good as free. No one knows more 
about alaxdrite than Mr. Muspell. He will find out something, Pm 
sure of it! 


“How long till yov’re done with it?” 


“Hmm, tell you what; why don’t we arrange another meeting 
here for tomorrow. I’ll return your gem, and after that, I could 
show you around the city. What do you say?” 


“Wait—what?! No, I couldn’t possibly bother you like that! You 
must be awfully busy.” 


“Its no bother at all. In fact, I very much insist.” 


Mr. Muspell’s stare was warm and inviting, yet at the same time 
embodying a hint of commanding might. It didn’t take long for 
Miste to yield. 


“Alright, it’s a date! An offer like that doesn’t exactly come by 
every day...” 


“Wonderful! Say, eight o’clock tomorrow?” 
“That sounds fine.” 


An ecstatic scream echoed inside Miste’s soul. Her luck was 
incredible. A chance to explore the cradle of alax-tech, with the 
father of alax-tech as her tour guide - never in her life could 
Miste have dreamed of such an opportunity. 


Just then, the front door of the inn flung open once more. 
Accompanied by the sharp whistling of the wind, a man strutted 
inside the tavern. 


He sported a slim-fitting tuxedo of icy blue, a matching bowtie, 
and a pearl-white shirt underneath. The exquisitely tailored suit 
brought out his tall, muscular build in a punchy fashion, 
complemented by his pair of vivid blue eyes and his silky mane 
of blond hair which he’d combed slick backwards. 


The man stood silent by the doorframe while scanning the 
tavern, his posture oozing confidence and high authority. 


The howl of wind that had announced the man’s arrival died 
out as the door slammed shut behind him. A moment later, 
another fresh arrival emerged from the hallway, this time a 
woman. 


Her eyes were light blue, her skin creamy white, contrasted 
strikingly by her lush-pink lips, like petals from a cherry tree 
resting on a bed of snow. Her luscious hair flowed over her 


forehead, covering the left half of her face, creating an air of 
mystery around the lady. She donned a white uniform with a 
figure-hugging cut, greatly pronouncing her womanly assets. 
Around her waist, she carried a belt with a metallic baton 
hanging on the right side and a sleek one-hand sword on the 
left. 


In the depths of the woman’s gaze, there was a never-ending 
pool of perfectly smooth ice. Were someone to describe her 
empty stare fully, the best word would be doll-like. 


Silent like her partner, the beauty stood by his side, waiting. The 
duo remained by the door of the tavern, until Mr. Muspell 
noticed their arrival. 


“Clint? What are you doing here?” 

“Hello, brother.” 

Mr. Muspell stood up to meet the man in the sharp tux. 
“Is something the matter?” 


“Ha-ha, can’t a man simply come by and see how his brother is 
doing? Especially when said brother is having an important 
meeting... alone... about matters that should be both of our 
business?” 


“You're right, I’m sorry for not calling for you.” 
“No matter. All’s well that ends well, for here I am!” 


After a couple of eye blinks’ worth of silence, the man in the tux 
gave Mr. Muspell a displeased glare. 


“Are you not going to introduce me?” 


“Ah, I didn’t realize, forgive me.” 


“Ugh, honestly Sur, sometimes I wonder what goes through that 
head of yours. Perhaps you’ve been buried amidst your toys for 
too long, if you’re so detached from reality as to forget common 
courtesy.” 


Mr. Muspell turned to address Samsara. 
“Captain Talmond. Meet Clint Kazer, my younger brother.” 


A collection of skeptical ganders from everyone locked at the 
two alleged brothers. Put side by side, Sur and Clint neither 
looked nor felt anything alike. 


Samsara got up and extended her hand for the man in the tux. 
“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Kazer.” 


There was an asking undercurrent in the way the lady knight 
uttered Mr. Kazer. 


The man in question smiled thinly as he took and firmly shook 
the hand offered to him. 


“Understandably you are confused about my family name. You 
see, Kazer was my mother’s maiden name. I prefer it.” 


“I see. Well, Mr. Kazer, I can assure you that we had no 
intentions to leave you in the dark about anything that we’ve 
discussed.” 


“It is not like you could’ve in the first place, Captain Talmond. 
Everything that happens in this city goes through me, at one 
point or the other.” 


The harsh breeze in Clint Kazer’s voice was an expression of 
superiority, a dismissive sneer towards all around him, even for 
the high authority of the Order of Knights. 


In an attempt to make a good first impression, Miste decided to 
take the initiative on her own introduction. The girl skipped 
beside Samsara with peppiness and offered her hand for Mr. 
Kazer. 


“Hello! It’s fun to meet a member of Mr. Muspell’s family. Pm 
Miste.” 


The man stared at Miste’s hand like it was a piece of rotten fish. 


“I do not know where you’ve been raised, girlie, but civilized 
people tend to introduce themselves with both their first and 
family names.” 


“Well... I... uh... I don’t exactly have one.” 


Miste could sense her existence disappearing as far as Clint 
Kazer was concerned. The man showed no further interest in 
the girl, stepping past her rudely. 


Mr. Kazer walked further into the tavern, taking a moment to 
position himself at the middle of the room - not approximate, 
the literal geometrical center of the space. 


At the same time, Albert excused himself from the table without 
a word and stomped for the tavern’s kitchen. 


Ignoring the little boy’s movements, Mr. Kazer snapped his 
fingers with pronounced, theatrical grandeur, while bathing in 
the gathered limelight of the room. The woman clad in white - 
who was yet to utter a syllable - walked to Mr. Kazer’s side. 


The man began scanning the rest of the group of newly arrived 
travelers. He seemed to focus his interest on Reiram in 
particular, gracing him a slightly longer eyeballing. 


“And who might this ensemble of visitors be?” 


Zeriah and Dani gave each other a quick glance. The boys’ 
introductions overlapped somewhat. 


“Zeriah Walz.” 

“Dani Clement.” 

Reiram shuddered visibly as Mr. Kazer’s eyes fixated on him. 
“The name’s Reiram...” 


The elder Adventurer lifted the brim of his hat just enough to 
leer back at Mr. Kazer. 


“just Reiram. You gonna give me lip too?” 


Mr. Kazer paid Reiram’s added remark no mind. He snapped his 
fingers again, and pointed sharply at his silent lady partner. 


“Rio.” 
“Yes, Master Kazer!” 


The answer from the woman - appointed as Rio — resonated the 
power of Clint Kazer’s fingertips, sharp and cold as ice. She 
brought out a notebook from within her attire and scribbled 
something on it. After putting away her notes, the woman 
returned into her state of motionless hush. 


Mr. Kazer returned for the tavern’s entrance, with Rio sticking 
to him like a second shadow. 


“Do not fret, it is not like any of you are persons of note. It is 
merely my will to know everyone and everything that goes 
through my city. And since our dear taverness, Mrs. Jolovia, 
keeps a rather... let’s say sloppy care of her own paperwork, it 
is best that I tend to these things personally.” 


Every syllable rolling out of Clint Kazer’s mouth was like spat at 
his worst enemy. Hearing the man speak made Miste physically 
cringe. 

Mr. Kazer stopped beside Samsara, a condescending smirk 


dangling on his face. 


“T notice that the Knights of Minerva are as overworked as ever, 
seeing as you still continue to associate with the scum of Hex 
Nova to cover for the lack of personnel.” 


A moment of confused looks and half-formed outbursts in 
protest filled the tavern from everyone within an earshot. 
Before any of said outbursts could fully surface, Samsara’s voice 
boomed calm and commanding. 


“My travel companions are not here to interfere with my work.” 


“Oh? Well, that’s reassuring to hear. Forgive me for making 
such assumptions, Captain Talmond.” 


Through the block of ice that was Mr. Kazer’s apology, a 
trickling snicker burst onto the man’s face. 


“Hahaha! I’m sorry, you’re absolutely right, Captain. It would be 
utterly absurd to think that the high-honored Order of Knights 
would require help from a bunch of disorganized misfits — 
especially from one’s who seem to be mere children.” 


Mr. Muspell tried reaching out to his brother. 
“T think that’s quite enough, Clint.” 


“Right you are, brother! Let us wish Captain Talmond all the 
best on her mission!” 


Another burst of tittering spread across Mr. Kazer’s face. 


“Hahah! I’m truly sorry, Captain. I just find it rather amusing 
how the Order deemed a menace such as the terrorist you are 
tracking, and have been tracking for months now, only worthy 
of a single measly knight.” 


Samsara folded her arms in defiance. Her knuckles crackled 
into fists. 


“I am more than enough to see this mission through.” 


“We shall see, now won’t we? I certainly hope so. Although, if 
push comes to shove, my own security force, with Rio here at 
the helm, will be ready to pick up any slack you might leave 
behind, Captain.” 


Miste was sick and tired of listening to Clint Kazer spout his 
baseless quips and assumptions, not to mention the way he kept 
fake-apologizing all the fricking time - it was enough to make 
the girl’s blood boil. 


“What the hell is your problem!? If you have some issue with us, 
just say it, and say it like you mean it!! Don’t just harass Samsara 
over something that hasn’t even happened yet! She’ll see her 
mission through, just you wait!” 


Samsara turned for Miste. The lady knight’s stern posture 
softened just the slightest bit. 


“Miste...” 


Mr. Kazer seemed more confused than anything over Miste’s 
sudden outburst. 


The woman in white looming behind the man, however, 
cracked from her doll-like demeanor; a scornful flare lit up 
behind her frozen gaze, her lips twitching. She reached for the 
baton on her belt. 


Zeriah stomped up and almost climbed over the table while 
grabbing his sword. 


“You touch Miste and PFI cut you down where you stand!!” 


Utter silence fell over the tavern -it absolutely crashed! No one 
dared to move nor speak, except for Mr. Kazer, who brought his 
arm over Rio in a calming motion. The woman withdrew her 
hand from her belt. As she did, Zeriah followed suit. 


The silence was soon broken by Mr. Kazer. He clutched Rio by 
the chin, and squeezed, making her yelp frightfully. Being right 
next to them, Miste could sense how the man’s pincer-like 
fingers crushed Rio. The girl feared that Mr. Kazer might break 
the woman’s jaw right off. 


“Rio... Did I give you a command?” 
“No, Master Kazer.” 


“Good. I was afraid I had gone senile. Now, my dear doll, smile 
at the boy and tell him that you’re sorry for making an attempt 
at his girlfriend.” 


“Yes, Master Kazer.” 


Mr. Kazer released his grip on Rio. The deep breath of relief 
escaping the woman’s lips could be felt throughout the room. 
Rio’s eyes turned to Zeriah, her lips curling upward just enough 
that it could reasonably be considered a smile. 


“Please, forgive my insolence.” 

Zeriah looked at the scene flustered. 

“I... uh... it’s alright.” 

Mr. Kazer gave the woman a gentle rub on her cheek. 


“There, all’s well that ends well. Right, Rio?” 


“Yes, Master Kazer.” 
And with that, the woman returned to her state of calm ice. 


A set of hurried steps skipped down the stairs. Kalila appeared 
by the doorway of the tavern. 


“I heard a racket, is everything alright-!?” 


The innkeeper’s face flashed with gleeful surprise as she saw 
Mr. Muspell standing near the door. 


“Mr. Muspell! Good evening.” 


Her peppiness quickly mellowed into a shy and respectful smile 
once she realized Mr. Kazer’s presence. 


“A-And Mr. Kazer too? What a surprise! I hope you are well.” 
“I am superb, Mrs. Jolovia. I was just making my leave.” 


Mr. Kazer dug inside his tux and pulled out a pocket watch with 
a striking sheen. Miste couldn’t be entirely sure, but by the looks 
of it, the watch was made out of platidium. 


Mr. Kazer peered at his watch for a brief moment, then at the 
wooden clock hung up on the tavern wall. 


“Mrs. Jolovia.” 
“Y—Yes?” 
“Your clock is exactly six minutes and thirty-two seconds fast.” 


The man stepped past Miste on his way for the tavern’s door, his 
icicle-esque eyes stabbing at the girl with disdain. 


Miste returned the stare bravely. 
Guess there are no insults left for me, are there? Tch, figures. 


Mr. Kazer turned to face the room as he reached the doorway. 


“It has been a pleasure, but alas, I must be off. The city doesn’t 
run itself.” 


With his lips curving into a pompous grin, the man offered the 
room a pronounced bow before seeing himself off. Rio followed 
closely behind him, without partaking in the courtesies. 


Mr. Muspell tucked Miste’s gauntlet to the safety of his jacket 
and turned for the door in his brother’s wake. 


“I should be on my way too. Please forgive my brother’s 
behavior. He’s... not the social type. rll swing by tomorrow. See 
you then, Miste.” 


“Right, see ya.” 


Mr. Muspell gave Kalila a respectful nod before heaving on his 
fur-covered hood. With a stomping march, he left the inn. 


Somehow, the meeting with the less-than-charming half of the 
pair of brothers had managed to sap the warmth from the 
tavern. As the inn’s front door slammed shut, a shiver slithered 
up Miste’s spine. 


The girl returned to her seat and threw her winter jacket over 
her shoulders. Zeriah pressed his palm firmly against her arm. 


“Are you alright, Miste?” 


“Huh? Yea... I’m fine. Thanks for backing me up, Zeri. You’re my 
hero!” 


Dani slouched over the length of the table, blowing a raspberry. 


“Can I just be the first one to say it —- that Kazer-guy was a major 
arse!!” 


“Mildly put!” 


Kalila paced through the tavern while peering around. 


“Albert, where are you, sweetie?” 
“T think he went for the kitchen.” 
“Ah, thank you.” 


After a swift bow, the innkeeper headed through the swing 
door. 


“Albert, honey...” 


Miste turned to look at Samsara. The lady knight was still 
standing at the other end of the room by herself. Her profile and 
expression were identical to the way Miste had first seen her 
standing at the railway station in Baltric: stoic, cool, and 
unyielding. Now, however, something else was flickering inside 
her eyes. It was subtle, yet unmistakable to Miste, for she knew 
the emotion all too well. The claw of doubt had snapped its 
pincer around Samsara. 


“Don’t let that jerk get to you, Samsara!” 
“Hmpf, don’t you worry, I won't.” 


The lady knight joined the group at the table, flashing a steely 
smile for Miste. 


Suddenly, Reiram got up from the bar stool, startling everyone. 
Due to his secluded serenity, one could easily forget that the 
man was actually alive and not a piece of furniture. 


Samsara reached after the elder Adventurer as he marched for 
the hallway. 


“And where exactly are you going?” 
“TIl head for the mines, in case our target decides to surface.” 


“Then Pl come with you!” 


“No, you stay here and rest. There’s no need for two of us. I’ll 
take this night’s shift - you take the next one, little Sammy.” 


“Don’t call me that... Ugh, fine! Just be careful.” 
Reiram departed with a lazy wave of his hand. 


Dani twirled to sit backwards in his chair, eyeing at the man’s 
back as he disappeared into the hallway. 


“Is Rei-Rei really gonna be alright all by himself?” 
Zeriah poked Dani on his head. 

“Well, he isn’t exactly alone, now is he?” 

“True, he’s got Freyja with him!” 


Samsara gazed at her plate; her sweet potato had turned 
lukewarm. She eyed at the half-eaten veggie, sinking into deep 
thought. 


“Yes, he’s never truly alone...” 


Reiram’s boots marched through the hallway at a brisk pace. 
The front door of the inn creaked open, burying all sound 
beneath a sharp whistle of the wind. As the door slammed back 
shut, and the howl of the wind hushed, a new set of footsteps 
resounded from the hallway, rushing towards the tavern. 
Someone had passed by Reiram as he left the establishment. 


The gang turned to face the doorway of the tavern in 
anticipation for the new arrival. 


Soon enough, a man of remarkably tall stature walked inside 
the room. He had to bend his head down slightly, so as not to hit 
the doorframe. His soft, brown eyes scanned across the tavern, 
while he gave his shaggy beard a scratch. 


“Kalila?” 


The innkeeper arrived through the kitchen door in a flash. 
Seeing the man standing in the middle of the room made the 
woman gasp in shock, and clasp her cheeks within her palms. 


“Roger!” 


Kalila dashed for the man, who opened his arms wide and 
caught the lady inside his embrace. 


“Why didn’t you call first! >?” 
“Because I wanted to see your face all surprised.” 


“Well, Iam... Ah, it’s so wonderful to have you back. I’ve missed 
you so.” 


“Not as much as I’ve missed you.” 
The man brought Kalila closer, and the couple shared a soft kiss. 


After their smooch, Kalila released her grip around the man and 
took a step back, though not that far, staying close enough to feel 
his breath in her hair. She wiped her eyes while exclaiming her 
joy for all to hear. 


“Everyone! This is Roger, my husband. He’s back from a trip up 
north.” 


The man waved at the guests perkily. 


The kitchen door came swinging open, and Albert stormed into 
the room. The young boy’s face flared up like a flashlight in a 
dark room - his joy was almost blinding. 


“Dad!” 


Albert took after his mother and jumped into Roger’s spread- 
open arms. 


“He-Hey there, scamp! How’s my favorite little gearhead?” 


‘Tm awesome!” 


“Haha! I know you are. How have you been doing with your 
mommy?” 


“She made cabbage casserole — again!” 

“She did? My, what horrors she’s put you through!” 

Kalila scowled at the duo of men snickering at her expense. 
“Its healthy, for the both of you.” 

Albert grinned at his dad. 

“Uh-oh, sounds like you made her mad.” 


“Pm not mad. I just want to see you two healthy and strong. Cos 
I love you both so much!” 


The innkeeper joined her son and spouse, hugging them with 
gushing love. The three of them, all wrapped up as one, formed 
a scene right out of an idyllic painting. 


Albert struggled his right hand free from amidst the squeezing, 
and pointed at the wooden clock hanging on the wall. 


“Look dad! I got the clock working. It chimes and everything.” 
“Would you look at that! You’ve been working hard.” 
“I wanted to have it ready by the time you came back.” 


“You are one talented gearhead. I better be careful, lest you 
come and snatch away my job!” 


Roger gave his son’s hair a ruffle. Albert’s earlier pride now 
surged on his face tenfold. The little one leaned against the tall 
man, clinging to him as to a rock. 


“I missed you, dad. Don’t ever leave again!” 
“Don’t worry, I’m right here.” 


Miste couldn’t get her eyes off the happy family rejoicing their 
reunion. The warmth oozing from them was soothing, 
reassuring, and somehow nostalgic. 


Staring at the trio, Miste began slowly drifting someplace far 
away -to a town where the sun tickled her skin, where the arms 
of a strong man and a gentle lady held her close, while a jubilant 
song of a crimson bird lulled the girl to sleep, a dream she lived 
wide awake, full of apples, smiling faces, peace and safety, a 
field of creamy roses with a villa standing in the middle, a touch 
on her cheek, a hand coiling around her own, a loving kiss, 
words of admiration and cheer, a rainstorm that is never cold, 
no matter how hard it drummed down... 


Miste was startled awake as Zeriah caressed her shoulder, with 
a hint of worry. 


“Everything okay, Miste?” 


The girl felt a warm droplet rolling down her cheek. A quick 
wipe with her sleeve took care of that. 


“Yea... it’s nothing... I’m just so glad for them!” 


Smiling, Miste returned to gaze at the happy family. Their love 
filled the entire tavern with warmth, and hope. 


* k k 


Happy humming echoed across the second-floor hallway of 
Snow Top Inn. The promise of nice and hot bath had Miste 
skipping merrily from her room and down the corridor painted 
with warm mustard colors. A cloud of tantalizingly balmy steam 
seeped from underneath the door of the spa-room. 


Miste slipped inside while humming away in glee. Once she 
entered the room full of warm mist, an unexpected voice caught 
her off-guard, making her nearly fall over from surprise. 


“I see that fiddling with machines isn’t the only thing that gets 
you purring.” 


“Ahh!” 


Miste hadn’t noticed Samsara until then. The lady knight was 
hanging her clothes up on the wall at the corner of the room - 
she was already stark-naked, just about to have a dip. 


Miste made a swift turn back towards the door. 
“Pm sorry! I didn’t realize you were still... PI come back later!” 
“What are you getting so flustered over? We’re both women.” 


“I just... I just thought that maybe you’d like to be alone. I don’t 
want to be a bother.” 


“I don’t mind the company. Ill wash your back if yov’d like.” 


Samsara walked across the room and slid inside the large, 
circular hot tub. A splash of steaming water flowed on the floor 
from the tub that had been filled to the brim. 


The woman waved for Miste to join her. 
“Come now.” 


Miste got speedily undressed and followed Samsara. Dipping 
herself fully into the hot water felt amazing. All of the frost that 
she had amassed on her bones during the day was gone in an 
instant. 


“There, isn’t this nice?” 


“Yeah, feels soooo good. Sorry for being such a bumbler, 
Samsara.” 


“Pish-posh, you’re a sweet girl to have such consideration for 
me.” 


Samsara laid her arms to rest along the bath’s railing while 
leaning back relaxed, the waterline wavering just above her 
chest. 


Miste snuck to sit down low, submerging all the way to her neck. 
“Is everything really alright, Samsara?” 

“Hmm? Why wouldn’t it be?” 

“It’s just... the way Mr. Kazer talked to you was—” 


“He was being disrespectful, yes, but that’s just the way some 
folks are. No one is entitled to others’ respect by default, not 
even us knights. That being said, I honestly don’t care what 
other people think of me.” 


“You are strong. Something like that is even further proof why 
Mr. Kazer was being unreasonable.” 


Samsara gave Miste a tittering grin. 

“Keep talking like that and you’ll make me blush.” 

“I mean it!” 

The womans gentle titters settled into a relaxed smirk. 


“In my line of work, it is imperative to hold an impregnable will, 
in addition to a strong body.” 


In the midst of her relaxing, Samsara let out a long sigh, freeing 
the last ounces of tension from her muscles. At the same time, 
the sigh carried a feeling of something weighting down on her 
heart. The woman stared at the ceiling, or rather past it, as if 
trying to peer at the stars gleaming over the night of 
Powderberg. 


“I should keep my emotions in check at all times. To be honest, 
Iam ashamed of the way I handled my encounter with Reiram 
back in Baltric. It was unfitting of a knight.” 


“Pm sure Reiram doesn’t hold a grudge.” 

“That makes it even more embarrassing...” 

Miste began thinking back on all the things Mr. Kazer had said. 
“Ts it true that the Knights are undermanned?” 


“T got this mission assigned to me right after completing my last 
one. I traveled here straight from Bosover, didn’t even have 
time to stop by home at the capital. And as you can see, I’m 
expecting no backup.” 


“T see...” 


“There’s trouble brewing all around Zirinia, constantly. It feels 
like the world is turning more dangerous every year.” 


Miste coiled to hug her knees while suggesting shyly: 

“Its a good thing then that you bumped into Reiram, right?” 
“Yes.” 

Samsara’s voice was strictly opposed to her agreeing answer. 
“Do you hate Reiram for what he did?” 


“Pd like to think that I’m past hatred, or at the very least, it’s not 
him m mad at but rather at my own foolishness... Honestly, I 
don’t know what to think.” 


Miste could only imagine how Samsara was feeling. During the 
fleeting while that Miste had thought she was responsible for 
getting Reiram killed back in Akrelion, she had felt devastated. 
Samsara must’ve harbored similar feelings for the past sixteen 
years. 


“I hope you two can make up someday.” 
“Mmm...” 


Thinking back at the passing week, Miste couldn’t help but feel 
overwhelmed by everything that she’d gotten to experience. She 
was lucky to have so many wonderful friends to share her 
adventures with. 


Zeri, Dani, Samsara, Reiram and Freyja, yow’re all there to watch 
over my path. Without all of you, I wouldn’t be right here, and this 


happy. 


Miste turned for the lady knight as an idea formed from amidst 
all her mulling. 


“Um, Samsara, how about...” 


“What?” 


“Let’s pretend Reiram made different decisions sixteen years 
ago. Then, logically, hed end up making a series of other 
diverging choices, right? That way, he might not have ended up 
in Akrelion when he did, and never met us. If that’s the case, I 
would never have met you. You are my friend, Samsara, and I 
don’t want to imagine a world where I never got to know you. 
So maybe, in a way, Reiram’s mistakes ended up being for the 
best...?” 


Miste sunk slightly deeper underwater in an attempt to hide 
from Samsara’s ponderous gaze drilling at her. 


“ ..Does that sound stupid to you?” 


Samsara cracked a surprised smile, with a hint of sunlight 
radiating from her face. At that moment, her expression was the 
most stress-free Miste had seen on her yet. 


“No, it doesn’t sound stupid at all, Miste.” 
The woman closed in on the girl while smiling. 
“Now, let’s get to that backwashing, shall we!” 


Miste turned to lean on the bath’s railing, leaving her back to 
Samsara’s care. 


“Sorry for bringing up all this. Here you are, trying to relax, 
and-” 


“Stop apologizing, it’s alright. Rather, I think it’s nice to have 
someone to talk to.” 


Miste smiled while thinking of how, coincidentally, Freyja had 
said the exact same thing; about how grateful she was for 
simply having a chat partner. 


Samsara’s scrubbing technique was thorough, she was really 
digging in there. The rubbing of the sponge on Miste’s back was 
soothing, she could’ve just melted then and there and washed 
away along the splashing waters. The sensation of resting under 
the elder woman’s care made the girl drift inside a dream-like 
memory lane, a warm whirlwind of nostalgia. 


“A little to the right, Sasha...” 
“Sasha?” 


“Sa-Samsara!! Samsara, that’s what I meant! I... I guess I drifted 
away for a moment.” 


The woman kept serving the girl. Miste heard a hushed chuckle 
breaking from her lips. 


“A bit to the right, was it?” 

“Yea, that’s good. My back feels brand new!” 
Miste turned to face Samsara. 

“It’s my turn now!” 


Miste returned the lady’s favor, trying to match her diligence 
with everything she got. The girl could feel Samsara contorting 
her muscles along her movements, taking in all the care given 
to her. 


“Mmmh... This is nice... we must do this again sometime.” 


Miste was glad that she could do something in return for all the 
kindness Samsara had shown to her. If only she’d one day have 
the chance to somehow show her gratitude towards all the 
wonderful people in her life... Admittedly, this was definitely a 
marvelous start! 


